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INTRODUCTION


Las Vegas has been a playground for men since the city’s Mormon founding fathers arrived in 1905, leaving no mystery in why Steve Wynn made the city the center of his life’s work. Wynn understands how adults play, and how to cater to their pleasures better than most people on earth. He has catered to his own pleasures there also—pet dolphins, Impressionist masterpieces. While he isn’t a child of Las Vegas and hasn’t fully made his home there for years, the city is part of his soul, and vice versa: Steve Wynn is the soul of Las Vegas.


Even today, as he prepares to summer on the Aquarius, the yacht that is currently making its way from Monaco to Cap Ferrat, Wynn says he is starting a new business in Las Vegas—an online art dealership. Housed in a stuccoed suburban shopping mall by McCarran International Airport, the listed office isn’t the sort of place Steve Wynn would likely actually work. It’s a placeholder for his new future—one he has assembled in the matter of months since his world imploded for the second time.


It’s a rare thing for a human being to build an actual empire. Wynn did that twice, and in doing so he molded Las Vegas—which is both a city and an industry—into what it is today, a world center of hedonism in sport, shopping, sex, theatrical entertainment, and gambling. His proclivity to chase his own passions has sometimes alarmed those around him, and this has been his Achilles’ heel.


Las Vegas has an uncanny way of attracting rule breakers, philistines, art collectors, owners of megayachts, political backers—people who don’t color within the lines. A Venn diagram of Las Vegas moguls and their friends extends in circles outward to Hollywood, Hong Kong, Jerusalem, Moscow, and Washington, D.C. The 2016 elections and their aftermath have been threaded with Las Vegas relationships: Sheldon Adelson, founder of the Las Vegas Sands empire, is one of the nation’s most generous Republican political donors. Wynn, until recently, was the finance chair of the national Republican Party. President Donald Trump is a wannabe Las Vegas mogul who never quite managed to do much there. An example of the way influence travels among this group: As U.S. president, Trump wished so urgently to move the U.S. embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem that he was willing to wreck the United States’ relationships with many of its allies. Coincidentally, perhaps, Adelson wanted that Jerusalem embassy so badly that he offered to help pay for it himself.


Several characters in this book have transformed themselves in the past decade. Donald Trump, who failed to succeed in duplicating Las Vegas at his Atlantic City casinos, became president of the United States of America. Sheldon Adelson parlayed his investment in the Las Vegas Sands, where Frank and Dino once partied, into a casino dynasty with its weight in Asia, becoming one of the richest men in the world. Gary Loveman didn’t succeed as he’d hoped in the gambling business, but he is one of the few gambling chief executives to find an afterlife outside it—a feat in itself. He has been working in the health care industry.


If this were a Hollywood film, it would be tempting to begin at the end, with the lens focused on a trim, blond seventy-six-year-old Elaine Wynn dressed in head-to-toe Oscar de la Renta, leaning in, fists planted on a vast table. The camera would pull back to reveal her surrounded by frowning men in suits, then thread a long hall into a casino with ringing slot machines, and then it would rise through the ceiling, high over the crazy quilt of themed Las Vegas Strip buildings—an Eiffel Tower, a Venetian palace, frothy dancing fountains. The scene would snap to azure Mediterranean waters and seagull calls—the lens closing in on a long yacht with a younger blond woman standing on an upper deck. Lounging on a chaise with brilliant yellow cushions would be a craggy seventy-six-year-old Steve Wynn, with disconcertingly raven-colored hair, talking urgently and loudly on his cell phone.














Prologue


FRIENDLY




I’m a Buddhist and I think Buddhist things.


—STEVE WYNN





Las Vegas. It is April 2006.


Steve Wynn is eating a yogurt-covered energy bar in an office with walls lined in chocolate velvet. He is spiffy in a snug yellow sweater; on the back is a rampant black panther with crimson eyes.


This place is a circus of Wynn-ness. There are three dogs in the room—two precision-trained German shepherds on the floor and a cocker spaniel named Loopy Lou who dances on Wynn’s lap for kisses and baby talk.


Wynn’s wife, Elaine, is in an office next door. His nephew and brother-in-law are somewhere around. A valet, eyes downcast, delivers two bottles of water and two napkins to Wynn’s desk.


Two women outside the door control access to the sanctum. One is Cindy Mitchum with her big hair and unflappable cool, a Wynn veteran since 1979. The other is new—a cutie pie with bursting décolletage.


Two men await an audience with Wynn out there. One has the red robes and shorn head of a Buddhist monk. He is Tensing, a kind-looking emissary from the Dalai Lama. The other is Patrick Woodroffe, the Rolling Stones’ lighting designer.


The valet is back. More water. Another napkin.


Sitting across from the desk is Wynn’s former dolphin trainer, who has stopped by to give his regards. And there’s me. I am headed for the door. But before I go, Wynn has an urgent question.


“Is there going to be anything in this book that I won’t like?” he demands. And then loudly, face reddening, “WAS IT A FRIENDLY OR AN UNFRIENDLY DEAL?”


The dolphin guy looks confused by the non sequitur, but this subject has obsessed Wynn for six years. Pride and legacy. The syntax is vital: When I sold Mirage Resorts to Kirk Kerkorian, Wynn says. Not: when Kerkorian took my company, the one I spent twenty-seven years building with my own meaty fists.


Wynn is yelling now and he is big and loud. He is just over six feet tall. His body is broad but self-consciously svelte. At sixty-four, he has recently allowed a tickle of gray hair to appear at his sideburns—the rest of his expensively maintained head is jet-black, like when he was a cocky young stud. His capped teeth gleam white, white, white.


His big head swivels, searching. Wynn is going blind with a sort of tunnel vision, and I had slipped out of his view upon returning to my seat.


“It was a FRIENDLY deal!” he says, answering his own question.


The day after Wynn’s nemesis Kirk Kerkorian bought Mirage Resorts in the spring of 2000, the London Independent headline stabbed Wynn in the gut: THE KING IS DEAD. Six years later, Wynn’s fury and frustration at being written off are still palpable.


To Wynn’s way of thinking, Kerkorian’s coup wasn’t a hostile takeover, it was a lucky break. Nothing was out of his control. Got it?


“Kirk called me up when it closed. I told him it was the happiest day of my life,” Wynn says, strident. “I made more money in five minutes than I made in twenty-seven years.”


In a few weeks, Wynn will receive two honorary PhDs—one from his alma mater, the University of Pennsylvania. He will be named by Time magazine as one of the 100 most influential people in the world, alongside Pope Benedict XVI and Bono. Elaine Wynn is recently returned from fashion week in Paris, where she spent time with their friends Oscar de la Renta and Karl Lagerfeld.


Theirs is a high life.


But the issue on Steve Wynn’s front burner is free will.


Why can’t he get it through my thick skull? Suggesting in this book that it was a hostile takeover would be “illegal.” Do I understand what he’s getting at? What’s more, we will be finished, he and I. No more interviews. Steve will be mad. He will Cut. Me. Off.


The phone rings. Cindy announces a call from national security secretary Michael Chertoff. Wynn says he’ll call him back—“It’s personal”—and he turns to me to say wickedly, “I’ll bet you wanna know what that’s about.”


He blusters on, still red-faced, “It was a friendly deal. The only thing that Kirk Kerkorian did was give me my price!”


Wynn doesn’t blame Kirk for leaving the impression that he vanquished Wynn. Nope, Kirk is a nice guy. They played tennis together, eons ago.


One can’t help thinking it’s an artful thing to make a man sell you his life, convinced of your generosity. Of course, Wynn has come back from the dead.


“Kirk is a gentle, kind man. He is my friend,” says the once-again king of Vegas. “And if it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t be as rich as I am.”


There is, after all, some Zen in this thought—that goodness can be hidden in adversity. A man can enjoy building his kingdom twice.


The audience is over. Outside, there is Tensing, the monk waiting patiently and perhaps a bit tentatively, smiling in his red robes.














Chapter One


BULLDOZED



In this town, nobody likes each other. It’s all veneer covering the seething hate.


—JAN JONES, FORMER LAS VEGAS MAYOR





The dust has cleared. Kirk Kerkorian controls the western half of the Las Vegas Strip. Gary Loveman and the vast Harrah’s and Caesars empire commands the central zone. Steve Wynn is the overlord of an island to the north.


So Las Vegas is set for a showdown. The town is in the full swing of its most robust renaissance. A good $60 billion worth of new casino resorts is under way there—more than the United States’ planned spending on Homeland Security in 2007.


A recent Google search for “Las Vegas” revealed 179 million hits. This compared with 132 million hits for “Rome,” a city some 2,700 years older than Las Vegas but with a similar history of gluttony. What this tells us is that Las Vegas, as a cultural reference and as a city, has taken on greater worldwide significance than the place may deserve. Also, it’s heavily advertised.


Yet there it is. Las Vegas is visited annually by forty million people and it is growing like mad. Like mad.


Las Vegas has been reborn many times, always emerging bigger and more boisterous, wriggling and howling to make its presence known. Pioneers Bugsy Siegel and Gus Greenbaum built the Flamingo in 1946: a two-hundred-room resort that cost $6 million. That is less than one-third the $20 million that Caesars Palace recently spent on each of six snazzy new high-roller suites.


These huge casinos are the result of an extraordinary partnership of ego, nerve, and greed on the part of a handful of men. But they couldn’t fill them without you, the public—people who can’t get enough of Las Vegas, and those who hate it but go anyway.


Each year, at least a million more people visit Las Vegas than the year before. The city has twice as many hotel rooms as New York City, and on many weekends all 135,000 of them are sold out.


The town’s popularity conquers many inconveniences. Las Vegas Boulevard is tackier than the old Times Square—children can collect prostitution flyers from the sidewalk in front of Caesars Palace. In Las Vegas, visitors stand in queues: at airports, hotels, buffets, valet parking, taxi stands, and theater box offices. The only places where there are no lines are at the slot machines.


Yet in a time when vacations have been so curtailed that they amount to long weekends, people visit Las Vegas for a whopping average of 4.5 days. They arrive prepared to spend cash and, while there, they dutifully participate in an ecstasy of consumerism.


Roughly as many people visit Las Vegas as New York City each year, but Sin City’s visitors spent 62 percent more in 2005 than their counterparts touring the Big Apple. This explains why Guy Savoy has opened a restaurant in Las Vegas; by most estimates, it is the most expensive restaurant in the world. Luxury retailers have noticed too. By 2009, if all goes as planned, Chanel will have more clothing boutiques in Las Vegas than in New York. And if you desire a pair of Manolo Blahnik shoes, you will find no larger a collection anywhere than at the Blahnik boutique in Las Vegas.


One might easily assume that people go to Las Vegas to gamble. But of the $36.7 billion that sinners spent in Las Vegas in 2005, only $9.7 billion was wagered away, according to the Las Vegas Convention and Visitors Authority. If not to gamble, why go? When it’s all averaged out, most folks see a show, spend $248 on food and drinks, $136 on shopping, and $60 on local transportation. Those who did gamble sat at slot machines or tables for an average 3.6 hours per day. Which is, when you think about it, a long stretch spent on your butt.


People go to Las Vegas for things that are plastic but couldn’t happen anyplace else. Kobe beef for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. A Nordic sake sommelier. A massage at Canyon Ranch before a six-hour blackjack spree. Even the entertainment is mind-bending: If you haven’t seen Cirque du Soleil in Las Vegas, then you haven’t seen what Cirque can do on a stage that will disappear underwater or flip sideways and toss its actors into space.


There are many other stunning and stimulating parts of Nevada, but few visitors bother to venture even a few miles to see Hoover Dam, Lake Mead, or the vast, lovely lunar landscape that stretches past Death Valley to the west and the Grand Canyon to the east. On average, sightseeing absorbed a mere $8.21 of visitors’ trip budgets. That won’t buy entry to the Liberace Museum—not even with the senior discount.


The convention authority understandably did not account for how much people spent on sex, sex shows, drugs, or other illegal activities. Given the billboards, advertising flyers, and prostitutes visible around Las Vegas, it’s a safe bet that this, too, plays as significant a role in the Las Vegas economy as gambling.


So. If that many people are having so much fun visiting Las Vegas casinos, just imagine what it’s like to own one. No industrial titan is likely to equal the lifestyle of an average Las Vegas casino boss. A trip to the Far East for a casino mogul is likely to include socializing with the wealthiest industrialists in China as well as eager dignitaries in Thailand, Hong Kong, and Singapore. For a dinner at his home several years ago, Steve Wynn simultaneously hosted his friends former U.S. President George H. W. Bush and the actor Bruce Willis. Clint Eastwood got married on the Wynns’ Las Vegas terrace; Wynn has vacationed with former British Prime Minister Tony Blair and has hosted the Dalai Lama at his home.


Kirk Kerkorian has owned his own movie studio and spends part of nearly every year on the French Riviera. Glenn Schaeffer, the former president of Mandalay Resort Group, snared a recurring role on the television show Las Vegas. He played a casino owner alongside actor James Caan, whom Schaeffer took to calling “Jimmy.”


As investments go, casinos sure beat pork bellies.


Las Vegas is headed toward being a “major city,” visited each year by more than four million international travelers, including business and political leaders who come to use Las Vegas for their own devices.


Yet, for all its phenomenal growth, Las Vegas behaves like a small town. The Strip pulses with the testosterone of casino bosses who are locked in treacherous rivalries but attend one another’s birthdays and charity galas and send their kids to the same two private schools.


Las Vegas may be plastic and modern, but it retains a libidinous frontier air—a pioneering, can-do zeal to improve. This is a city that will send in road-building crews on the graveyard shift in order to avoid disrupting the flow of traffic into a new casino. It’s a mindset that comes from the knowledge that Las Vegas initially had nothing, really nothing, going for it except its willingness to be bulldozed.


And imploded. And bulldozed again into resurrection.














Chapter Two


“RIFLE RIGHT”




There was a time I was aiming at $100,000. Then I thought I’d have it made if I got a million dollars. Now it isn’t the money.


—KIRK KERKORIAN





Kirk Kerkorian, clad in gray pants and a blue dinner jacket, strolled into the ballroom of the Mirage hotel in late November 2005. He was flanked by a couple of old friends. His little entourage made its way to a table front and center, where a line of white-coated waiters stood at attention—the only line of waiters in the ballroom.


This year, the Nevada Cancer Institute’s Rock for the Cure gala had an angelic theme. Hors d’oeuvres were served by leggy “rock angels” wearing white hot pants, white platform go-go boots, and four-foot-long feathered wings. A topless angel with silver sparkles painted on her nipples swung lazily from a trapeze bar on the ceiling. She looked bored. The actor George Hamilton strolled by with his famous ochre complexion.


Onstage, television personality Larry King chitchatted from a dais. King’s trademark suspenders were slung over his bony shoulders.


“He’s gonna hate me for doing this,” King confided to the microphone, “but he’s one of the world’s great entrepreneurs and he’s here tonight! Kirk Kerkorian, folks! Give ’im a hand. Take a bow, Kirk.”


The room rose en masse, people in gowns and tuxedos throwing their hands together in applause. Kerkorian nodded politely, a movie studio owner who waits in line to see films anonymously in theaters, a casino mogul who views boxing bouts in his own casinos from the nosebleed section.


Rock for the Cure is one of the big charity balls in Las Vegas, where the town’s elite bid each year on such desirables as a golden retriever puppy, Muhammad Ali boxing mitts, and dinners cooked by Wolfgang Puck. The other elite charity events of the year in Las Vegas are an Alzheimer’s gala headed by Larry Ruvo, who runs the region’s dominant wine and liquor distributorship, Southern Wine and Spirits; and Andre Agassi’s annual Grand Slam for local children’s causes.


“There’s no more Howard Hughes,” King continued, his gravelly basso rising like a carnival barker. “We have Kirk Kerkorian!”


The Mirage’s ballroom was full of designer gowns glued to artificially augmented bodies—a blend of Hollywood va-va-voom and Kansas City spangles. At some point during the evening, a Bentley Continental Flying Spur was auctioned off for $220,000, and an outing with Tiger Woods went for $350,000.


A date with flirtatious Fox Sports weathergirl Jillian Barberie was sold twice—each time for $100,000—with coaxing from Larry King. “Larry’s my pimp,” Barberie joked from the stage.


Later, the comedienne Rita Rudner performed. Rudner lives in Las Vegas. She began her routine by voicing one of Las Vegans’ fondest hopes: that they might become a legitimate city. Not just white-glove, but world-class.


The Nevada Cancer Institute, one month old, was promising Las Vegans the panache of real medical research. It was founded by one of the town’s new power couples, Heather and Jim Murren. Jim Murren was president and chief financial officer of Kerkorian’s casino company, MGM Mirage. Heather Murren had abandoned a seven-figure income as a Wall Street analyst to found the institute.


In her speech that evening, Heather Murren noted that patients had already flown in for treatment from as far as Arkansas. A murmur of awe rippled through the ballroom. “We’re getting so sophisticated,” Rudner said dryly. “I tell people in New York not to get too uppity.”


Then she gazed across a glittering sea of rock angels and trophy wives. “Here, breasts—they’re more than a body part,” Rudner deadpanned, “they’re entertainment.”


The singer Stevie Nicks was preparing to take the stage as Kerkorian was leaving, still flanked by his pals, a few minutes before ten p.m. Larry King was back at the microphone.


“On Saturday, I am seventy-goddamned-two years old and Kirk Kerkorian is my hero,” King told the crowd. “He’ll live forever. And if he doesn’t, he’ll buy heaven and sell shares.”
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Kerkorian’s office is in the leafy commercial district of Beverly Hills, on Rodeo Drive, just around the corner and across the street from the Barneys New York store. It is separated from the paparazzi tourist movie-star hubbub part of Rodeo by the automotive whoosh of Wilshire Boulevard. Down one more block, the neighborhood turns to homes with small, neatly kept backyards.


The office building, a modern low-rise with a dozen or so tenants, is unmarked by Kerkorian’s name or the names of any of the companies that he controls. One must simply know.


Kerkorian stands 5′11″ or thereabouts and has an etched face, a pugilist’s nose, and stubborn, wavy white hair. Even in his ninth decade, he is tennis svelte. He goes just about everywhere with a posse of loyal cronies who are willing and able to jet off with him at a moment’s notice. Yet aside from being a billionaire, a sometime Hollywood studio mogul, and a casino tycoon, Kerkorian is quirky and old-fashioned—a relic. Most of his contemporaries are six feet underground. At midlife, he was Howard Hughes’s nemesis and Cary Grant’s buddy. In his youth, he boxed and flew airplanes.


He keeps life as simple as any mogul can. He doesn’t use credit cards or wear a watch most days, according to friends. Embarrassed about his lack of formal education, he doesn’t make speeches or accept awards. He has donated millions of dollars to charitable causes—many of them in Armenia, and even including the Armenian government—but he won’t allow any of the roads, buildings, or other projects to be named for him and he has not so much as visited any of them, according to a longtime friend. Kerkorian is as likely to lunch with his bookkeeper as with another business titan—perhaps more likely. He drives himself around in regular-guy vehicles. Recently it was a pair of white Jeep Cherokees—one in L.A., another in Las Vegas.


To meet Kerkorian is to receive a polite handshake, a nod, a restrained smile. He is unreadable. People say it’s an adrenaline rush to do business with Kerkorian, but this comes as much from people’s imaginations—“He is a legend!”—than from anything in his unextraordinary behavior.


Kerkorian runs two primary companies. One is called the Tracinda Corporation. The other is the Lincy Foundation. Both are an amalgam of the names of Tracy and Linda—his two grown daughters from his second marriage to a former Las Vegas showgirl named Jean Maree Hardy. Linda is adopted, according to several accounts. Kerkorian is legally the father of a third daughter, Kira Rose Kerkorian, though the girl turned out to be another rich man’s progeny.


Tracinda owns his holdings in the other companies that Kerkorian controls. Its offices on Rodeo are quiet and genteel, according to several people who have worked there. The receptionists, accountants, and lawyers begin to arrive around nine a.m. to begin a day that is steeped in tradition, as some have worked there for three decades. They leave at the stroke of noon to lunch together, typically at one of three restaurants. The choices include a Mexican eatery, a French bistro, or a soup-and-sandwich shop. Kerkorian often eats a sandwich at his desk or lunches at a restaurant around the corner at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel, his colleagues say.


No one seems to be particularly clear on how Kerkorian spends his hours in his office, other than to say that he isn’t pushing papers or sweating details. He speaks on the telephone. He thinks.


Everyone heads home around five p.m.


Widespread beliefs that Kerkorian leads a frugal life are just false.


Kerkorian maintains large homes in Los Angeles and Las Vegas. He travels in his own Boeing 737, which according to legal records is furnished with a living room, kitchen, two bedrooms, and seats for twenty-one passengers. In addition to walking around with a wad of thousands of dollars in his pocket, he has also had a long and fickle relationship with a yacht—a 192-foot, German steel-hulled boat with two 1,750-horsepower Caterpillar engines, a teak sun deck, a gymnasium—plenty of comfort but no “frou-frou” details—with room for ten guests and a dozen crew members.


It’s the twenty-second largest yacht in the world, according to Power & Motoryacht magazine’s 2005 rankings. The yacht is one of those assets, like the MGM movie studio and his early airline, that Kerkorian keeps buying and selling.


Kerkorian chartered the yacht in her earlier life, liked her, bought her, named her the October Rose (his sister’s name is Rose), sold her, and after she underwent a series of new owners (including Larry Ellison) and new names (Libertad, Sakura), bought her back again. And named her October Rose again. Then sold her again.


“It’s a guy’s boat,” says Douglas Sharp, of Sharp Design in San Diego. Kerkorian hired Sharp to refurbish the yacht, but didn’t seem much interested in the details. “We just met him once,” says Sharp, who had traveled to Las Vegas with a set of plans for the yacht’s refurbishment.


“One of the meetings was really bizarre. We sat in the outer office and sent the designs into an inner office,” Sharp says. Kerkorian sent an emissary with his comments, but didn’t bother to step outside his office or invite Sharp in. “We never saw him.”


When Kerkorian kept the yacht in San Diego, Sharp says, “She was always on the move. His crew would get a call and have to take her out. It was for his friends to use—and for him to use. It was never chartered.”


Later, Kerkorian kept her on the French Riviera. By April 2006, yachting circles were chattering that Kerkorian had moved on again. The yacht was spotted in France and Italy with yet another name, Magna Grecia, signifying another new owner.


Kerkorian belongs to the Beverly Hills Tennis Club, which is located on Maple Drive in the shady, flat part of Beverly Hills. The club roster is posted on a wall near the pool. There is Neil Simon, the playwright, and the actor Kirk Douglas. There is Henry Gluck, the former chairman of Caesars World. And there are several of Kerkorian’s close crowd: Terry Christensen, his longtime lawyer, and Alex Yemenidjian, his onetime protégé.


The Beverly Hills Tennis Club is venerable now, but it was founded by rejects. Groucho Marx and several other Jewish tennis lovers founded it after they weren’t welcomed into the restricted Los Angeles Tennis Club in blue-blooded Hancock Park. That was back when Beverly Hills was nouveau riche. Cheery pictures of Charlie Chaplin, Carole Lombard, and Errol Flynn in tennis togs still adorn the walls.


On any given afternoon, the average age of the players at the club is in the neighborhood of seventy years and at the casual restaurant overlooking the pool it is possible to lunch with former Secretary of State Warren Christopher on one side and a movie studio chief on the other.


In a room to one side known as the “card room,” there is what amounts to the club’s wall of honor, hung with youthful photographs of members who served in the armed forces. There is a baby-faced Joseph Wapner, who would later become television’s “Judge Wapner.”


Kerkorian was a civilian flight instructor and “too smart” to serve in the armed forces, says one member whose photo is also on the wall. But there he is anyway, standing against a small plane and wearing a leather jacket, palming a cigarette. His eyes look smoky with shyness—or impatience.


During heavyweight bouts at his casinos, Kerkorian can be found plunging into the crowd far from the VIP seats where Steve Wynn and Donald Trump vie for spots in the limelight. He likes action, not pampering. When gunfire broke out in the MGM Grand Casino after the Mike Tyson–Evander Holyfield match, Kerkorian was in the crowd, elbow-to-elbow with Dan Wade, the MGM Grand’s president.


He can be curiously helpless, in the manner of one who has other people handle details. One day not long after 9/11, when Hollywood feared its movie studios were terrorist targets, Kirk Kerkorian drove himself onto the lot of the Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer studio, which he controlled. The guard at the gate had no idea who this gentleman in the Jeep was, recalls Alex Yemenidjian, who was then the studio’s chairman.


The guard asked Kerkorian to pop open his trunk for a security check. Kerkorian said courteously that he didn’t know how, but the guard was welcome to open it if he could find the button.
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Kerkorian’s control of casinos, movie studios, and other businesses is de facto but not de jure. MGM Mirage, for instance, is run by an executive committee and the board of directors. Kerkorian attends the meetings, and the company’s executives are careful to brief him beforehand. “No surprises,” says Yemenidjian. Technically, Kerkorian is just another board member and big shareholder. J. Terrence “Terry” Lanni is the company’s meticulous chairman and chief executive.


The way Lanni got his job says a lot about the way Kerkorian leads his life and his businesses.


Terry Lanni spent nearly two decades at Caesars before Kirk Kerkorian and Steve Wynn came calling at about the same time. Kerkorian needed help fixing the MGM Grand, which was being picketed by the powerful local Culinary Union and was suffering the ills of poor design and management. He asked Lanni to meet him at a hotel near his office in Beverly Hills.


“He asked me about what I thought of the MGM Grand,” Lanni recalls of his interview. “I said it wasn’t very well run, it was too big, and there must not have been an architect. He asked me about the union. I said it would be very hard for me to work at a place in Las Vegas without the union.”


“I don’t get involved in any of those things,” Kerkorian replied. “I leave it all up to the management.”


Often a phone will ring in Las Vegas in an office of the casinos that Kerkorian controls. It might be the chief financial officer’s office or the general counsel’s or the chief executive’s. More often than not, the caller won’t be “Mr. K,” but another of his trusted executives who is seeking a piece of information: Why is the stock price down 1.5 percent? Who is exercising their stock options and why?


Kerkorian moves people back and forth between Tracinda and his other enterprises, even sometimes convincing his attorneys and accountants to come work for him. Alex Yemenidjian rose from tax accountant to movie studio head this way. When MGM Mirage needed a general counsel, Kerkorian plucked Gary Jacobs out of private legal practice and put him in the job.


Many of these people at Tracinda don’t have traditional job titles that would clarify what they do for a living. There are cloudy, generic titles, such as “executive.”


For many years, Kerkorian has played aggressive games of tennis with a group of close friends at his home each weekend that he is in Los Angeles. Being included in these sessions is a coveted privilege. When Yemenidjian stopped working for Kerkorian, he made a point of saying he was still invited to play tennis.


“Kirk is a god,” Yemenidjian says.
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One of the rare photos of Kirk Kerkorian in public circulation shows him in the Las Vegas sun with the steel girders of the rising structure of the International Casino and Hotel behind him. It is 1969. He looks lean and masculine. He’s holding a small sheaf of papers in one hand and he is smiling broadly.


He looked younger, but Kerkorian was already fifty-two years old, with two young daughters and a company named after the first—the Tracy Investment Company. He was in the midst of taking over the Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer movie studios in Los Angeles, for the first time. Much like the October Rose yacht, he would later sell, buy, and sell it again.


Caesars Palace had opened three years earlier. Its playful, full-body Grecian theme began at the streaming fountains in front and continued through to the “goddess” cocktail waitresses with their fake blond tresses. Caesars was built with Teamsters money, but it was the brainchild of an imaginative fellow named Jay Sarno whose bacchanalian life mirrored that of his resort.


Sarno in 1968 opened another groundbreaker—Circus Circus—where a baby elephant wandered around for entertainment. Sarno was a creator, not a mogul, and he was forced to sell off both his ill-managed casinos. After a sixty-three-year lifetime of fun and debauchery, he would die of a heart attack in 1984, a virtual pauper. His lifeless body was found in a luxury suite at Caesars Palace, where, according to an executive there, he had been enjoying the female fruits of a night’s gambling.


But Sarno lives on. His cherubic visage is the model for the cartoonish “Caesar” seen around Caesars Palace and on some of the hotel’s stationery—being fed grapes, appropriately enough, by a female serf. Years later, Steve Wynn would become a great admirer of Sarno and closely study his ideas.


Caesars Palace generated so much excitement that it wasn’t long before Ol’ Blue Eyes moved over from the Sands, heralding the end of the Rat Pack and Las Vegas’s fondest era.


Snazzy new casinos had been rising on the Strip since 1941, when the El Rancho Vegas first combined gambling, restaurants, entertainment, and hotel rooms. Some, like the Sands and the Desert Inn, remain landmarks years after being imploded. One incredible year, 1955, saw the grand openings of six new hotels, including the Stardust, the Riviera, the Dunes, and the Hacienda.


As Mob money and Teamsters pension funds dried up under legal pressures, Howard Hughes conveniently bought the aging Mob associates out before going mad in his Desert Inn suite.


What with the town’s reputation and all, investing in Las Vegas in the 1970s and 1980s took a strong stomach. From 1969 until 1989, Kirk Kerkorian was just about the only person able and willing to build a major new casino on the Strip.


When that photo was taken, the 1,568-room International Hotel was going to be the biggest hotel in the world. Its land and construction cost $65 million—a huge sum at the time.


Kerkorian was convinced that the International’s location east of the Las Vegas Strip, on Paradise Road, would effectively create a second Strip. Howard Hughes feared this, and he set about trying unsuccessfully to get Kerkorian’s financing killed.


Hughes and Kerkorian shared interests in aerospace, Hollywood, and Las Vegas. But Hughes was well educated, born an heir to a fortune.


Kerkorian is a self-made eighth-grade dropout. He was born near Fresno, California, on June 6, 1917, the youngest of the four children of Armenian-born Ahron and Lily Kerkorian. The arrival of Kerkor (his given name) was a surprise, and initially an unwelcome one. According to a profile in the Los Angeles Times, his mother tried to abort the baby with hot baths.


Kerkorian’s father drove a Lincoln and owned farmland around Fresno in an area called Weedpatch. It’s the same place John Steinbeck settled in to research The Grapes of Wrath, only Steinbeck came along years after the Kerkorians had left. When the recession of the early 1920s hit, Ahron Kerkorian tried to save his assets by putting them into his young children’s names, but the banks came after them anyway, even suing four-year-old Kirk as recounted in Dial Torgerson’s 1974 book, Kerkorian, An American Success Story. The family’s holdings were auctioned off, and they moved to a precarious life in Los Angeles.


In L.A., Kerkor grew up to be something of a juvenile delinquent, albeit a hardworking one. He was expelled from Foshay Junior High for punching a teacher’s son in the throat and was sent to Jacob Riis reform school, but he sold newspapers and hustled odd jobs as a sometime bouncer and golf caddy. He dropped out of school in the eighth grade—a choice that would hound him later when his ill-educated speech and manners would make him reticent in public.


In order to hit a person, you have to be just a little bit sadistic. After Kerkorian left school, he followed his older brother Nishon’s path into boxing, and as “Rifle Right Kerkorian,” won a welterweight championship. He quit after winning twenty-nine of his thirty-three amateur fights, advised that he was too slight and not aggressive enough to survive as a pro.


While installing furnaces as an hourly wage worker in Los Angeles, Kerkorian took a flight in a Piper Cub with a friend and caught the flying bug. He would later lie about his education to get into a flight academy and would end up a civilian flight instructor for the U.S. Army. During World War II, he delivered Canadian bombers to the Royal Air Force’s bases in Europe for $1,000 a trip, according to several accounts—a stunt that was akin to a suicide run. Later he traveled around the world buying and selling surplus planes, flying these jalopies himself to deliver them.


Kerkorian first arrived in Las Vegas as a pilot in 1945, flying gamblers in on a single-engine Cessna. The Strip at the time consisted of an old gambling joint called the 91 Club (formerly the Pair-O-Dice), the El Rancho Vegas (1941), and the Last Frontier (1942). The Flamingo was under construction. Kerkorian’s passengers included gangster Bugsy Siegel.


Kerkorian worked hard at the airline for twenty years. He sold it and bought it back in a move that would become a habit with his other assets. It may be the best job he ever did of managing a business, for the airline flourished. He took Trans International Airlines public in 1965 with the help of a fellow Armenian stockbroker in Fresno named George Mason. Mason convinced the Armenian community to buy the stock. Three years later, Kerkorian sold the airline again, in the same era that a young Steve Wynn chose to move to Las Vegas from the East Coast.


Kerkorian bet big sums at the sailors’ game craps—placing a wager and walking away a winner or a loser. It came to light that Kerkorian had once written a check in 1961 to pay off $21,300 in sports bets to Charles “Charlie the Blade” Tourine. Tourine was believed to be a member of the Cosa Nostra Family of Vito Genovese. Casino regulators in 1970 failed to prove that Kerkorian knew who Charlie the Blade was when he wrote that check.


Kerkorian gambled on Las Vegas with a land-speculation deal when he bought eighty-two acres of flood-prone land across the street from the Flamingo. He did some savvy land trades to expand it, rented it to the folks who were building Caesars Palace, and eventually sold the parcel to Caesars in 1968.


Over the years he bought and sold the Flamingo, the Desert Inn, and the Sands. He very nearly lost his shirt a few times, but righted himself by selling something. Kerkorian confessed to one early interviewer that he had learned as a child not to be “married” to anything because everything was easily lost.


Hollywood caught his interest shortly after Kerkorian sold the airline the second time to Transamerica, a conglomerate that also owned the film company United Artists. After sniffing around for an undervalued studio, in 1969 he launched a hostile takeover of the ill-managed Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, thinking he could turn it around.


He couldn’t. Over the next thirty-five years, Kerkorian would buy and sell the MGM studio three times, run through a slate of failed studio executives, fail at running it himself, and make a string of forgettables like Buddy Buddy while passing on Jaws and The Sting, which both became big hits for Universal.


Kerkorian sold the studio to Ted Turner in 1986, then bought part of it back when Turner got strapped for cash. Then he did one of those things that makes people scratch their heads. Kerkorian deliberately passed up an opportunity to wrest control of Turner Broadcasting, which owned the CNN network. Rather than buying back parts of the studio, Kerkorian was advised that he could have forced the struggling Turner to pay him with so much common stock that he would have gained voting control of Turner Broadcasting. He told people he liked Turner and didn’t want to take control of his company.


Not long after building the International in Las Vegas, Kerkorian became overextended and sold it to Hilton Hotels, whereupon it came to be called the Las Vegas Hilton. Then he built another “biggest hotel” across the street from the Dunes in 1973. He connected his Hollywood and Vegas interests and called it the MGM Grand. This was a stretch, for “grand” it just wasn’t.


The last major casino to be built on the Strip for seventeen years, the Grand had 2,100 shoddily built rooms. A tragic grease fire spread out of control at the Grand in 1980, killing eighty-seven people. Among the contributing factors, according to authorities, was slapdash construction. Kerkorian settled the lawsuits quickly, paying the victims before his insurers paid him.


He seemed thereafter to find the place unbearable, and while he rebuilt it, Kerkorian tried to sell the hotel to Henry Gluck, then chairman of Caesars. Gluck says he would have bought the place, but Kerkorian refused to part with the MGM Grand name. “I might do something else someday,” Kerkorian said, according to Gluck.


So the Grand became Bally’s when Bally’s Manufacturing bought it. Kerkorian’s legacy there, like at the Las Vegas Hilton, is remembered only by the history buffs. The casino gave its new owner the same headaches it’s given every owner it has ever had. It’s only a matter of time until Bally’s is imploded.


Kerkorian took up tennis during those intervening years in Las Vegas. He liked to play at the Desert Inn, which was as much a country club as a casino. One of Kerkorian’s young doubles partners there was a brash, well-connected Jewish kid with jet-black hair named Steve Wynn.














Chapter Three


SAY “HAIR-UHS”



Casino gamblers are more likely than nongamblers to have bought a car new.… Nongamblers are far more likely to drive a car that is five or more years old.


—2006 HARRAH’S SURVEY





Bill Harrah had no intention of getting involved in the whole Las Vegas imbroglio. In fact, he’d be dead and gone for a quarter century before his casino company would make its bones in Sin City.


At eighteen, Harrah got his start in Venice, California, in 1929 working for his father at something that in those days was called a bingo parlor. The place was built on a pier that led off the beach. Venice was a holiday town at the time, with actual canals built to replicate the original Venice in Italy. At the Circle Game bingo parlor, players perched on fold-up stools surrounding a table, a hopper, and a flashing board. They paid a dealer fifty cents for a set of cards, then rolled a ball into the hopper, trying to make the flashboard register a number and suit matching the player’s cards. This was not exactly legal.


Young Bill eventually bought the place from his dad for $500. He fixed it up, buying new chairs and adding curtains. Business was good, but he lacked sway with the district attorney: He got shut down every year around Christmas when the Santa Anita Racetrack opened for betting.


It took Harrah longer than some to see the benefit when Nevada legalized gambling again in 1931. Six years later, in 1937, Harrah bought a bingo parlor in Reno, Nevada, and moved there. He struggled for four years, going in and out of several bingo businesses with various partners.


In a stroke of luck for him, though, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor in 1941. The ensuing persecution of Japanese Americans forced many to sell their businesses cheaply. A week after Pearl Harbor, Bill Harrah offered to buy one of the town’s most successful bingo parlors, the Reno Club, from a gentleman named Freddie Aoyama and his silent Japanese partners. Harrah renamed it Harrah’s Reno Club.


He opened his first casino four years later and called it Harrah’s Club. From his perch in Reno, and later when he expanded to Lake Tahoe, Bill Harrah brought all sorts of innovations to the casino business. His consultants set up models for keeping track of the doings in “count rooms”—the highly guarded rooms in casinos where cash is counted. He created daily accounting reports called the “daily report” and the “daybook” to inform himself and his management of the operations of each casino over the previous twenty-four hours. In those days, that was real science.


To raise money for expansion, Bill Harrah listed his company on the over-the-counter exchange in 1971, raising $4 million and selling off 13 percent of the holdings. A few years later, Harrah’s became the first casino company to trade on the New York Stock Exchange. But Harrah didn’t spend his new wealth building a place in Las Vegas. Quite the opposite, he pledged never to do business there, where he believed he would have had to deal with the Mob.


Harrah’s northern Nevada location made it difficult to entice entertainers, though, so Harrah started treating performers like high rollers. He loaned Sammy Davis Jr. the use of a Rolls-Royce, gave a custom Jeep with a Ferrari engine to Bobby Darin, and housed performers in a pair of Lake Tahoe mansions or special sprawling hotel suites. Those were glory days for Las Vegas entertainment, and Harrah’s rode its coattails, drawing regular appearances from stars like Bill Cosby, Frank Sinatra, Don Rickles, and Bob Hope.


Naturally, Bill Harrah had a lot of fun at his places. He was a drinker (until he quit) and a womanizer—married seven times, to six women. He was also obsessive about keeping his places top-notch. Sinatra used to say Bill Harrah ran the nicest hotel around, and Sammy Davis Jr. agreed. According to an account in Jackpot!, a book by Robert L. Shook, Harrah wouldn’t allow notes to be taped to any surface in his properties. Pictures had to be hung from two nails to be sure they hung straight; leather upholstery was preferred and vinyl was banned as tacky. Flowers and plants had to be real. When he opened his Lake Tahoe hotel in 1973, each room had his-and-her bathrooms with a television and a phone in each one. Bill Harrah wore Brioni suits when you still had to fly to Rome to get them.


One wonders how Harrah would have felt about the smoky, vinyl-cushioned, honky-tonk casinos that would, by the 1990s, populate the country and bear his name. But he died in 1978, so he never knew about that.


It turned out that Bill Harrah wasn’t much for estate planning. To pay off his debts and estate taxes upon his death, his company had to be sold. It was acquired by Holiday Inns Incorporated, which operated only 1,600 hotels at the time. Holiday Inns was a morally upright company based in Memphis, Tennessee. Two of its board members resigned over moral objections to the Harrah’s purchase. This did not stop the remaining hotel bigwigs at Holiday Inns from expanding the casinos into Atlantic City with the help of a young attorney named Phil Satre, who had coincidentally once done legal work for Bill Harrah.


For the next fifteen years, Harrah’s was tossed around the markets like so much flotsam: purchased by Bass PLC along with Holiday Inns, spun off into the Promus Companies, which would eventually spin off the hotels in 1995, leaving Harrah’s—finally—on its own as a casino company once again.


The Holiday Inn years had an unintended impact on Harrah’s. The move to Memphis removed its leaders from clubby, competitive Nevada. This helped Harrah’s separate from the pack—something Phil Satre later said was the key to the company’s success.


When riverboat gambling began to spread in the early 1990s, the Harrah’s fellows didn’t come across as flashy Vegas operators. They weren’t fancy-pants, and they didn’t scoff at small casinos that catered to people who couldn’t afford to fly to Las Vegas. Their Wal-Mart reputation was just fine with them.














Chapter Four


1989




It was always Steve’s fantasy to have a place on the Strip.


—ELAINE WYNN





By now, people know Las Vegas as a frivolous place, rife with fakery and unabashed silliness. So it’s worth envisioning Sin City in 1989, when the New Las Vegas story really begins.


George Herbert Walker Bush was inaugurated president of the United States that January. The Berlin Wall came down and Rain Man won the Oscar for best picture. Las Vegas was known for gambling and sex. It had no medieval castle, no pyramid, no imitation Venice, Paris, or New York—not even a pirate ship.


Mormons controlled the county’s politics, creating a peculiar balance of power between the morally relaxed and the decently uptight. Mormons were the first white guys to settle in the Las Vegas Valley—so named because springs burbled from the ground there, creating grassy meadows: las vegas in Spanish. Nevada became a United States territory in 1861. Las Vegas, down south in the desert, wasn’t a metropolis at the time. The Nevadans preferred to be up north in places like Virginia City, where twenty-six-year-old Samuel Clemens once took a job at the Territorial Enterprise and began writing under the pseudonym Mark Twain.


Despite our Protestant leanings, gambling has been an American pastime since at least 1612, when the first lottery in America raised £29,000 for the Virginia Company. Lotteries—a form of gambling with generally far worse odds than a slot machine—also helped pay for some of the first buildings at Harvard, Princeton, and Dartmouth. Revolutionary soldiers gambled at Valley Forge, much to George Washington’s consternation. Later, the streets and back rooms of New York, Philadelphia, Chicago, and other big cities served as training grounds for future casino operators who would flee to Nevada to get the law off their backs.


Gambling was legal in Nevada for most of the nineteenth century until a moral majority got it banned. It was a mining and railroad–inspired land rush that created the town of Las Vegas, which was incorporated in 1911. Twenty years later, with the Great Depression pressuring the state’s coffers, gambling was again legalized in Nevada.


Of course, there were plenty of gambling joints in Las Vegas even when they were illegal. One pioneering place was called the Pair-O-Dice, whose operators were reputedly connected to Al Capone. It was located south of the town on Highway 91, a road that rolled and rumbled another three hundred arid miles to Southern California.


That was the Strip in utero.
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By 1989, the Strip was more famous than the town. On prom nights, casino floors bubbled with pimply kids in tuxedos and evening gowns. In summers, it was a sport for local youngsters to infiltrate the resorts’ swimming pools, starting with the Tropicana and sneaking northward up the Strip in a pool-by-pool race.


As for tourists, unless one was headed to Las Vegas to gamble, one was unlikely to be headed to Las Vegas at all in 1989. Fine dining amounted to a single decision: steak or Italian. The entertainment was literally a bad joke. With the Rat Pack long gone and Elvis buried, washed-up or short-lived stars tried to rekindle their careers there. Barbara Mandrell and Jimmie Walker—remember them?—were playing in Las Vegas when the Mirage was opening.


Having lost the Mob, the Teamsters, and Howard Hughes, Las Vegas had been starving for investment capital for two decades. The general view on Wall Street was that the casino industry wasn’t nice. Investors would rather buy tobacco stocks.


After all, the dicey past wasn’t so long gone. Aged Mafia barons were still dining on the osso buco at Piero’s Italian restaurant, their canes hanging from their chairs. Meyer Lansky’s friend Moe Dalitz, who sold the Desert Inn to Howard Hughes, died that September, beloved for his contributions to schools and parks and for buzzing around town in a canary yellow Volkswagen Bug. In 1989, it had been only three years since the pulpy body of Tony “The Ant” Spilotro, one of the city’s most notorious residents, was discovered several feet deep in an Indiana cornfield.


Later, this would all look like Hollywood fun. Spilotro’s attorney, Oscar Goodman, quit keeping mobsters out of jail and got himself elected Mayor Goodman. Among the gin-guzzling mayor’s truly original proposals: cutting a thumb off the hands of graffiti artists who defaced public property. He also proposed televising the punishment. (The Goodmans were civic contributors. Goodman’s wife, Carolyn, founded the city’s most prestigious private school, the Meadows, whose campus has buildings named for casino kingpins. It’s where all the gambling bigwigs send their littlewigs.)


In the 1980s, it took imagination to compare Las Vegas to Disneyland. Steve Wynn had that imagination and he loved Disney. In fact, his fascination with the highly detailed theme parks would come up again and again over the years.


Wynn moved to Las Vegas at the age of twenty-five with his wife, Elaine, and a ten-month-old daughter in tow. He sought out some of his dad’s old connections and managed to get invited to the opening of Caesars Palace in 1966, where he says he was upgraded to suite 1066—the suite he says was occupied the night before by Teamsters honcho Jimmy Hoffa.


Wynn’s first attempt to enter the casino business was inauspicious, to say the least. He made, at best, an ill-informed investment in the mobbed-up Frontier casino. Law enforcement soon prosecuted the management for its underworld ties. Wynn wasn’t implicated, but he was forced by financial circumstance to leave the casino industry to work as a liquor distributor for a few years.


This would become one of those incidents that people would later use to suggest that Wynn has had an unusual number of brushes with organized crime. Numerous law enforcement investigations for gambling licenses have failed to conclude that Wynn ever worked for or with organized crime, and Wynn has vigorously denied any such involvement. It can be safely said, though, that many people living in Las Vegas in those years bumped into folks who were connected to the Mob.


It was an imaginative local banker named Parry Thomas who became a mentor to the fatherless Steve Wynn. Thomas used his considerable influence to help this kid with moxie buy a piece of land from Howard Hughes. Wynn then sold the land to Kirk Kerkorian in 1969 and used the profits to buy stock in a real casino—a run-down place called the Golden Nugget in seedy downtown Las Vegas. The Nugget’s primary advantage was that it was a publicly traded company. That enabled the shareholder Wynn, four years later, to oust the management on a tip that employees were stealing from the mismanaged casino. He installed himself as the Nugget’s president and chairman. It was a hostile takeover, but from the inside.


“The key to my progress was that I had the stock and voted myself in,” Wynn says.


The Golden Nugget quickly became a mom-and-pop thing, and that’s pretty much the way Wynn has run his businesses ever since. Elaine arrived each day with a cup of coffee in her hand. Wynn hired his twenty-one-year-old brother, Kenny, who had been working at a men’s store. He also hired people he figured were smart, like Bobby Baldwin.


Wynn discovered Bobby Baldwin while being thrashed by him at poker. Three decades before poker became a televised sport, in 1978 the Oklahoma native won the famous gold bracelet of Binion’s World Series of Poker. He later wrote a folksy book of poker advice called Tales out of Tulsa, by Bobby “The Owl” Baldwin.


In a typical Wynn move—spying someone talented and creating a job for him—Wynn hired the professional poker player as a poker-room consultant in 1982. For the next twenty years, Baldwin would keep track of Wynn’s details, freeing the boss to be creative. Wynn “never really enjoyed operations, because it involves a lot of interaction with a lot of people at a lot of different levels,” Baldwin says. “Steve frustrates easily with that stuff. He’s short on patience. I’m long on patience.”


Wynn renovated the Golden Nugget, expanded it, and hired casino hosts who knew how to bring in high rollers. He even tried to create a Disney-esque animatronic dinner theater using robotic actors. The plans never came to fruition, but according to a former Disney employee who worked on the project, he created mock-ups of Asian and Mexican shows, created to appeal to regions where high rollers were coming from.


When he expanded into Atlantic City in 1980, Wynn launched a corny television advertising campaign that featured Frank Sinatra treating Wynn like a towel boy. He was on his way to stardom.
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In 1989, the cementlike caliche soil at 3400 South Las Vegas Boulevard heaved up the Mirage Hotel and Casino Resort. It isn’t an exaggeration to say that Las Vegas was never the same.


The Mirage initially cost $630 million—more money than anyone had ever spent building a casino resort. Michael Milken made it all possible. In addition to helping finance the place with junk bonds, Milken told Wynn how to dress (in a suit) when he met Wall Street investors.


The Mirage was the first place where Wynn was able to meld his own wacky passions with a resort. Vacations in Hawaii gave him the idea of putting a fifty-four-foot-high volcano in front of the hotel. The volcano was really a water fountain with natural gas burners. Sound was piped into speakers that were planted in trees and along the sidewalk and the lagoon on Las Vegas Boulevard. The volcano was rimmed with waterfalls that sent 100,000 gallons of water per minute cascading down the rocks into the lagoon. The lagoon’s 2.3 million gallons of water were lit with 1,000-watt lights. Invisible under the water was a special-effects plumbing system with jets that spewed gas that was set afire by pilot lights, creating bubbles and flames that erupted like molten lava for the seven-minute show. All this was controlled from underground rooms that smelled of chlorine and were accessible only through the maze of car-valet tunnels.


Wynn discovered, during the test phase, that the gas was stinky. He added a piña colada scent, then installed filters to remove the gassy odor.


The volcano’s job was to lure people from Caesars Palace next door or the Sands across the street. “People today just stand there and stare because they’re used to sinking ships and all sorts of special effects,” says Jaime Cruz, a mechanical engineer who helped build the volcano at the Mirage. “But on opening night, I remember hundreds of people standing on the street, watching the volcano, going, ‘Oooh, aaah.’”


At the Mirage’s front desk, four-foot sharks sliced the water of a 20,000-gallon aquarium. An indoor tropical rain forest grew in the tall atrium, where orchids clung to trees and bridges in a humid microclimate. This would become a Wynn signature—a sylvan garden under glass. “I was trying to appeal to women,” Wynn says, proving himself the first Las Vegas casino operator to recognize that women were customers worth catering to in a big way.


The Mirage had a convention center and ballroom, swimming pools, retail shops, and 3,100 hotel rooms—including Las Vegas’s most lavish high-roller suites. Wynn rolled the dice, building a $20-million show around white tigers and a little-known pair of bruder-like German illusionists who called themselves Siegfried and Roy.


Wynn gets the credit, but there was a lot of Bobby Baldwin in the Mirage’s details. Baldwin insisted on having sixteen service elevators in the Mirage so that room service didn’t share elevators with guests, speeding delivery. “Bobby was all about the nuts and bolts,” said Alan Feldman, the Mirage’s former spokesman. “How you get the lettuce from the warehouse making sure it doesn’t wilt.”


“It was my job to decide how many restaurants and how big,” Baldwin says, “and it was his job to make it beautiful.”


The Mirage was so big and costly that many people on the Strip and on Wall Street predicted disaster. Analysts calculated the Mirage would require revenues of $1 million a day to break even. Unheard of. “It would be hard for Steve to get his $1 million a day even if we all were sitting on our duffs,” Henry Gluck, the chairman and chief executive of rival Caesars World, told BusinessWeek.


Wynn offered braggadocio in response. The Mirage would be “a wonderment the world will flock to see,” he insisted. “We’re gonna skate.”


Gluck, a German-Jewish refugee from Nazi Germany who bussed tables in a hotel before he ran one, wasn’t sitting on his lanky duff. Nor was the rest of Las Vegas. Instead, out came the bulldozers.


Gluck began to remodel Caesars Palace, adding high-roller suites and a conveyor belt designed to ferry 9,000 people a day from the Mirage’s doorstep. The conveyor belt operated only in one direction. People had to walk back out.


Gluck also lit on an innovation that forever changed Las Vegas: shopping. The idea came from his wife, who spent more than her share of time in Las Vegas wishing she was at home in Beverly Hills. She told her husband that women would be happy to have a little more Rodeo Drive on the Las Vegas Strip. This revelation led in 1992 to the Forum Shops at Caesars Palace, a partnership with mall developer Sheldon Gordon. Rivals and even some friends warned Gluck that the shops would be his Roman tomb. But the Forum Shops would one day produce the highest revenue per square foot of any shopping center in the nation.
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November 22, 1989, thousands of people crowded Las Vegas Boulevard next door to Caesars Palace and across from the Sands, the latter of which had hired Sha Na Na to compete with the new opening. The crowds were looking toward three golden towers, whose panels consisted of two sheets of glass that encased 24-carat-gold mylar film. More expensive than colored glass, this maintained its golden color no matter the conditions of the sun. Steve Wynn had noticed that the Golden Nugget’s colored-glass tower often looked greenish depending on the sun’s angle. He did not want greenish glass on his Mirage.


In addition to the Mirage’s volcano and lagoon, there were palm trees—1,100 of them—as well as pines, ferns, flowers, and grass. Lawns and pools abutted private entrances into high-roller bungalows, one of which housed the singer Michael Jackson, with whom Wynn was planning a “Jackson Attraction” that would feature the performer’s memorabilia.


At the opening moment, Wynn stood by a palm tree, queasy with fear and flanked by Michael Milken. This is how indebted Wynn felt to Milken for helping him finance his dream: Wynn said a few years later, “I would do anything for Michael, without limit. I would do just about anything to extend his life a week.”


People predicted that 100,000 people would visit the Mirage that day. As it happened, the number was more like 200,000. They skipped Doogie Howser, M.D. and Night Court on television that evening for the opportunity to see this newfangled Mirage. They overran the casino floor upon the opening of the doors and they snatched up so many coins for slot machines that the casino was caught short of cash.


Two days later, Wynn got an inkling of the monster he had created. He surveyed $800,000 worth of trampled grass and muddied flower beds around his lagoon. He also got one of the scares of his life.


“There were some kids and they were drinking and they were all excited and wanted to be macho, so one of them walks across the grass and climbs in the water. He’s standing there up to his waist,” Wynn says. The volcano was scheduled to erupt any moment in gas bubbles and flames. “He’s about to get third-degree burns in his crotch.”


Wynn says there are three kinds of possible mistakes in opening a new resort. Category 1 mistakes are fixable—broken equipment and the like. Category 2 mistakes are more costly and “more painful”—requiring redesign. Of Category 3 mistakes, he says, “This is the one you have nightmares about,” when you’re trying something no one has done before. “You open the hotel and you’re completely blindsided. The volcano was one of those.”


“It was a nightmare,” Wynn said. “It was a Category 3 mistake. I should have seen it. Sometimes you just misfire.”


As it happened, someone saved the day. “One of my plainclothes guys jumped in and grabs this guy by the neck and pulled the dipshit out,” Wynn says.


The volcano represents the moment that Las Vegas slipped into its goofy modern era. Gamblers became outnumbered by wilding tourists in golf shirts, more interested in eating and shopping than wagering.


As Wynn stood in front of the Mirage and took it all in forty-eight hours after the opening, it hit him that he had made another mistake. He turned to his PR guy, Alan Feldman, and said, “I can’t believe I didn’t build something overlooking the volcano.”


In the following year, the number of visitors to Las Vegas increased 16 percent, to twenty-one million. The Mirage surpassed the Hoover Dam as southern Nevada’s number-one tourist attraction. This led to a decade-long building boom during which thirteen crazy new megacasinos shot up on the Strip at a cost of $8.8 billion. Las Vegas became so overwrought that people came to associate the city with silly theme parks and fakery.


Shortly after the opening, Wynn had the Mirage’s lawn replaced with a wider sidewalk and a wrought-iron fence. And then, said Wynn, “because people won’t be daunted, we put [in] a beam-and-eye system where if someone steps through all that, it shuts the whole volcano down.”


The old Las Vegas was already beginning to die. Sammy Davis Jr. was suffering with throat cancer and a new Las Vegas was being born. Wynn announced he was teaming up with Michael Jackson to build a replica of Diamond Head Mountain in Hawaii behind the Mirage that would feature two swimming pools, a water slide, and luxury high-roller villas. This mountain was not to be. But Steve Wynn recycles his ideas. The mountain would return.
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Completely outside of Steve Wynn’s radar that year, 1989, a twenty-nine-year-old MIT-trained economist named Gary William Loveman finished his doctoral dissertation, Changes in the Organization of Production and the Skill Composition of Unemployment. Loveman had conducted field research on why unemployment rates differ around the world and used mathematics to solve the complex problems.


The sandy-haired Loveman had grown up in a blue-collar family in Indiana. He earned an undergraduate degree from Wesleyan University in Connecticut, which did not prepare him for the rigorous mathematics required by MIT’s doctoral program. “Sitting in class was like listening to Swahili,” he says. Despite his rough start on the north shore of the Charles River, he had managed to catch up with such sheer grit that he secured himself an Alfred P. Sloan Doctoral Dissertation Fellowship and a shot at economic stardom.


This made him a hot commodity in 1989’s market for young economists. Loveman was offered jobs by Duke University, the University of Chicago, Cornell, and Harvard—the latter offering him no fewer than two jobs (at Harvard Business School and the Kennedy School of Government). Princeton interviewed him, but didn’t offer him a job. MIT was in the process of producing an offer when Loveman accepted one of the jobs at Harvard.
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