


[image: images]





SHAUN ASSAEL


The Murder of


Sonny Liston


A STORY OF FAME, HEROIN,


BOXING & LAS VEGAS


PAN BOOKS




To David Larabell,


for taking me forward, to 1970
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INTRODUCTION


On January 9, 1971, Geraldine Liston watched an overflow crowd at the Palm Mortuary pass by her husband’s steel casket. The crowd comprised the business end of Las Vegas: showgirls, card dealers, casino execs, mob associates. Geraldine, her brown eyes hooded but sharp, studied their faces.


Some were there for the show. Stan Armstrong, a documentary filmmaker, would later recall walking a mile from his house at the age of fourteen because he knew the funeral of Charles “Sonny” Liston would be a piece of history. Others were there simply to be seen. Ed Sullivan, Ella Fitzgerald, and Doris Day sat in the front row while the Ink Spots did a special rendition of the 1966 hit “Sunny.”


The last time Geraldine saw her husband alive, she was rushing to the airport to take their adopted son, Daniel, on a family visit to St. Louis. Even closing on fifty, Sonny still looked like he was meant for only one thing. He was built like a mushroom cloud, with coal eyes that had dead reckoning in them and monstrous hands that punched with the force of a government crash test.


When she returned home from her trip, Geraldine expected to find her husband planning his next fight or maybe playing craps with his best friend, Joe Louis. Instead, she followed the smell of rotting flesh to her bedroom, where she found his corpse slumped backward over their bed. So much methane had escaped up his legs that his penis was fully engorged and his testicles were the size of pool balls.


There was an era when Sonny terrified God-fearing whites by carrying the mantle of the angriest black man in America. But that time was long gone. Since the Beatles had put him on the cover of Sgt. Pepper and the Monkees had put him in a movie, he’d receded into a kind of genteel notoriety. Around Vegas, the restaurants comped him, the hookers waved as he passed by, and cops offered him rides home when he was drunk. He returned the favor by handing out preprinted business cards with his signature to tourists.


During his time in the spotlight, Sonny made it perfectly clear that he was willing to cheat on Geraldine whenever he had the chance. When a waitress presented them with a child that Sonny had fathered a few years before, Geraldine adopted the boy as her own, hoping he might finally give her the family she had always wanted. Sonny never became an ideal father, but his fragile fidelity always did lead him back home to her. And for that Geraldine remained his biggest defender. “He acts like he loves me, whether he does or not,” she said. “He takes care of his home and that’s all you can ask of a man.”


On the night she found him, Geraldine let the police who were called to investigate do their work without helping too much. They walked past the stuffed bear in the living room that had Sonny’s title belt wrapped around it, and into the den, where he kept his prized photos: the framed portrait with his arm around Lyndon Johnson; the one of him laughing it up with Sammy Davis Jr.; the sepia-toned keepsake of him mugging with Joe Louis when he took the crown from Floyd Patterson in 1962. The police rubbernecked, taking photos of themselves in front of the photos.


For all of its sophistication, Las Vegas was an unforgiving place in the 1960s, and it took a mean and unapologetic police force to hold it together. At the Greyhound station, plainclothes officers kept their eyes on the two-bit con men who rode in from wherever their last bit of luck had run out. As one deputy would say, “We had a blue binder book that had pictures of all the known career criminals. The sheriff used to tell us, ‘If you kick their ass enough or throw them in jail enough, they’ll leave town.’ So whenever we saw somebody in that book, we found a way to kick their ass.”


The town was deeply segregated, too. “If you were black and walking down the Strip just looking at the buildings and taking pictures, the sheriff’s department would take you to jail,” recalls Wilbur Jackson, one of the first African-American cops in the city when he was hired in 1958. “On the booking sheet, they’d write NOS.” It stood for Nigger on the Strip.


In response, the residents of the Westside built their own shadow Strip along Jackson Street and filled it with rollicking jazz and bebop joints. But by 1970, Jackson Street had become a tapped-out vein running through the redlined heart of a ghetto. Riots and civic neglect transformed the area into a badland where few without business dared to go. Sonny, of course, feared no one, and consequently made the Westside’s best-known lounge, the Town Tavern, his home away from home.


On Christmas Day 1970, Sonny walked into the tavern with a white showgirl on each arm and ran into Clyde “Rabbit” Watkins, a former pool hustler who worked as a bellman at Caesars Palace. Watkins had met Sonny when he moved to town in 1966 and quickly became part of his entourage, jumping into Sonny’s pink Cadillac when he wanted company and keeping an eye out when strangers started to get on the big man’s nerves.


Watkins tipped the brim of his hat and wished his friend a Merry Christmas.


“What you doing later?” he asked.


“Coming to your house to eat,” Sonny answered, laying his huge hands on Watkins’s back.


To Watkins and all who saw Sonny that day, the champ was still a force of nature. Eight Christmases before, he had posed for the cover of Esquire in a red Santa Claus cap, looking every bit like an overgrown prison elf ready to shiv a reindeer. And as far as Watkins was concerned, little had changed. Sonny remained a menacing slab of manhood. Immutable. Impervious. Impossible. As a writer for Sports Illustrated once observed, “If [a] ship were going down, I would look at Sonny Liston to tell me what to do.” So Watkins was shocked when he was working the night shift at Caesars and heard that the police were reporting Sonny was dead. As Watkins would recall it, he grabbed Joe Louis and Sonny’s former manager, Ash Resnick, both of whom were on the casino floor, and ran red lights until they reached 2058 Ottawa Drive.


Geraldine was not happy to see Watkins. She wasn’t blind to what her husband did, but she was old-fashioned enough to think that whatever it was should stay on the other side of town. Nor would she have been thrilled to see Resnick. He’d guided Sonny through his first fight against Muhammad Ali and it turned out to be the costliest loss of his career. Resnick was a player, and as far as Geraldine was concerned, Resnick had played them out of their retirement.


But what could she say about Louis? Joe had always been generous to Sonny and was probably his best friend in Las Vegas. The problem was that he’d also just been treated in a psychiatric hospital for a heroin addiction that made him delusional. They were a triangle without a steady side.


According to Watkins, the trio entered just in time to watch two medical examiners struggling to load Sonny into a body bag. He was just six-foot-one but he was thick, and the rigor mortis made him hard to lift. The coroners got him as far as the stairs when one of them slipped and sent the corpse sliding. It landed on the living room floor with a thud.


The Three Amigos stood over the body, slightly stunned. And as the house filled with cops, the last thing they needed to do was answer questions, especially after a sheriff’s sergeant found a balloon of heroin on the kitchen table, below a wall phone. So they left.


The discovery of heroin led to a flurry of queries for Geraldine. What did she know about the drugs? Why had she waited three hours after walking through the door to report his death? What exactly did she find when she first got home? Was there any evidence of a struggle?


She waved off the questions, making it clear that she had nothing more to add that night. “Due to Mrs. Liston’s apparent shock over the death of her husband,” one officer wrote, “[we] were unable to interview her for further information.”


She would keep whatever suspicions she had to herself until her death.


As Sonny’s funeral wore on, Geraldine was consumed not only by who showed up but by who didn’t. Her husband kept a large swath of his life a secret, and the people he kept in the shadows weren’t about to show their faces now.


That included a well-known trumpeter who ran a drug gang and had hired Sonny to do collections for him with a .38 strapped to his ankle. The bandleader had a long track record with the cops and knew that they liked him for some part of Sonny’s death, even if they didn’t know what part yet.


And there was the beautician who dealt drugs out of the hair salon he ran across the tracks. He and Sonny did business together before they had a falling-out. Word on the street was that the beautician was looking for a piece of Sonny’s scalp.


Even stranger was a milky alliance between a hero cop and an alcoholic grifter who became enmeshed in the darkest secret of Sonny’s career: the circumstances of his first-round surrender to Muhammad Ali in 1965.


The Nation of Islam, meanwhile, lurked in the shadows, as worrisome an influence as it had been during that fight when rumors surfaced that its founder threatened to assassinate Sonny if he didn’t take a dive. Ali was preparing to fight Joe Frazier for the biggest paycheck in the history of the sport, and Sonny was making noises that Ali owed him a piece of that purse as payment for taking a dive in ’65, although that seemed to be news to Ali. The Nation’s leaders had as much reason as anyone to make sure Sonny kept his mouth shut.


These were powerful people with means and connections, and they had all worried that Sonny was spiraling out of control. In her own way, Geraldine pleaded with him to slow down, enjoy life, and focus on raising their adopted son, who was all of seven. But whether it was because he was facing a midlife crisis or he simply thought no one could hurt him, Sonny couldn’t take his foot off the gas. He’d always had a girl or four on the side, but he was risking more than usual this time around. He’d fallen in love with a buxom cocktail waitress who’d turned him on to heroin.


In what might have been the biggest threat of all, the feds were beginning to look into the source of the drugs he was buying and selling. An undercover agent had already met with him about doing a drug deal and there was every indication that Sonny was going to fall for the trap. There was no telling what he would do if he had to start wearing a wire on his friends. But it was hard to imagine anyone in Las Vegas who had a larger or more varied group of people who already wished him ill.


That’s why those close to Sonny were skeptical when the coroner of Clark County issued a report that attributed his death to natural causes—specifically fluid on the lungs. It wasn’t an uncommon way for a man of roughly fifty to die, especially since the underlying cause was ruled to be a lack of blood flow to the heart, a common affliction for people with hardened arteries. But Sonny was no ordinary man. As recently as his last fight, in June of 1970, his body looked fifteen years younger than his face, still massive and muscular. Among the fights he had won, nine of fifty-four had ended in the first round with victories and twenty-five others failed to go halfway.


“I knew the mortician who took care of Sonny,” Rabbit Watkins would say in his Las Vegas home, not far from the Town Tavern, when I tracked him down more than forty years later. “He told me, from what he seen, that wasn’t no natural causes.”


The death of Sonny Liston remains one of the most enduring mysteries in Las Vegas. There never was a homicide investigation because his death was never classified as a homicide. As a result, leads surfaced that haven’t been followed, suspects died with their secrets, and stories haven’t been told.


At the funeral, Geraldine flung herself at her husband’s casket and yelled, “I can’t even see his face. Oh Jesus.” Then she rose and shouted a question that would hover over the case for the next five decades. “Can you tell me what happened to you, Sonny?”




Part I
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THE FRONT SEAT OF SONNY’S PINK CADILLAC




1.


HELLO, ’70s


On New Year’s Eve of 1969, the casinos along the Strip pulled out all their stops to welcome in the new decade. For $19.70 per person, you could see Duke Ellington and his orchestra at Caesars for “the most fabulous new year’s party in town.” Not to be outdone, the Frontier featured Diana Ross in her farewell gig with the Supremes, and the Flamingo ran two all-nighters: Sonny & Cher performing twice in the main showroom—once at dinner and again at 2:15 a.m.—and a no-cover, dusk-to-dawn party downstairs in the Casino Theater with the Platters. Pearl Bailey was at the International, bringing her Broadway version of Hello, Dolly! to its main showroom, while Bobby Vinton and Don Rickles were at the Sahara and Shecky Greene was at the Riviera.


Las Vegas had never run so smoothly or so profitably. The Sun newspaper was so impressed with the way the casinos were vacuuming up tourist dollars, it boldly predicted that the cozy days of mob control were fading and a new era of corporate gaming was at hand. “Depending on who you talk to,” the paper observed, “the corporations, with their businesslike efficiency, are either a black eye for the state or the salvation of Nevada gambling.”


Frank Sinatra was the first one, really, to plant the idea of Vegas as a magnet for stardom. He reached the desert city in his prime, his golden voice a thing to worship up close. But the expectations of audiences were changing. In 1969, Elvis landed in a Convair jet to take care of business and proceeded to become the biggest nostalgia act along a Strip full of replicas. Now Las Vegas had become a place where you could earn top dollar on an edifice of familiarity. All you had to do was brush off the old act and play to people who didn’t see you the first time around because they were busy raising the kids and putting food on the table.


One of the shrewdest judges of show business heat around, Merv Griffin, was bringing his CBS talk show to the Circus Maximus at Caesars and inviting the top names from each marquee as guests for a weeklong series he called “The Wonders of Vegas.” Merv raved about the audiences and the resorts, but the twenty-eight-year-old pop star Paul Anka sounded an odd, discordant note. It had been a quarter century since Bugsy Siegel opened the Flamingo Hotel on Route 91 and changed the course of Vegas by ditching the old western pioneer motifs for glamour. In the years since, the mob’s money had built a luminous strip of playgrounds where the rich and infamous mingled, starting with the Thunderbird (1948), followed by the Desert Inn (1950), the Sands (1952), and the Riviera (1955).


Anka was just a kid when the last of them opened, but looking back, he’d write: “It was not uncommon to see Dean, Sinatra, and Sammy taking over from the dealers and handing out cards to the guests, visiting stars from L.A., high rollers, and so on. There weren’t tourists in Vegas in those days the way there are today—it was an exclusive, elite group of people and the gaming areas were small.”


By 1970 all that had started to change. Turning to Griffin’s show audience, Anka said, “You know, Merv, it’s not so glamorous anymore. It’s getting very mechanical. As a matter in fact, all the excitement is disappearing.”


Money, however, was gushing up from the desert. In January 1970, gaming revenues were up a robust 21 percent over the year before, to $44.9 million, and construction spending was rising fourfold. Much of that was due to the billionaire Kirk Kerkorian, who’d just opened the largest resort on the Strip—the 1,568-room high-rise International Hotel.


Everything about the thirty-four-floor mega-resort was gloriously overstated. On the top, Kerkorian created a glass-enclosed rooftop bar, the Crown Room, where “you couldn’t be any higher.” On the bottom he had a 350,000-gallon pool that was the largest in Nevada. A brochure for the hotel featured stylish couples living in the lap of this newly imagined luxury. “You never know whether you’re going to sleep in Paris, or Rome, or Hong Kong,” it boasted, because each floor was done up in a different continental decor. Handling the luggage were valets dressed as French gendarmes.


Kerkorian spared no expense when it came to the entertainment, either. In the two-thousand-seat Showroom Internationale, a venue so majestic it took two kitchens to service, Elvis was playing twice a day, at six o’clock and midnight, and enjoying himself immensely. Still trim and square-jawed, his glint undimmed, he was on a pace to make $5 million for 1970, a staggering sum, and one he obliquely joked from the stage of the International was due to the Strip’s new big-money bosses. Midway through his hourlong set, which included “Don’t Cry Daddy,” “Hound Dog,” “Love Me Tender,” “Kentucky Rain,” “I Can’t Stop Loving You,” “In the Ghetto,” and “Can’t Help Falling in Love,” he’d quip: “I’d like to get the guy who owns this hotel, that Kerkorian guy, in a craps game with Howard Hughes.” Then he’d rip into a killer version of “Suspicious Minds.”


Sonny Liston’s name wasn’t on any of the billboards outside the curved glass building. But he was part of the scenery just the same. In March 1966, Kerkorian gave the ex-champ a sweet deal on a nice little split-level with pool beside the Stardust Country Club, the same place where Debbie Reynolds once lived. Some said Sonny got a break on the $70,000 price tag as a payment for taking a dive in his second fight with Ali and making Kerkorian a lot of money. But hell, everyone had a theory about that fight. If it was fixed, it was the lousiest deal anyone had ever taken in boxing. A police report written long ago described a young Liston punching a man in the mouth and rifling through his pockets for six dollars. For all the distance he’d traveled, he was still fighting for chump change.


Still, Sonny loved Vegas, and the feeling was mutual. On April 5 of 1966, he drove his sleek new Cadillac convertible to the Clark County Sheriff’s Office to announce that Las Vegas had a new resident. A clerk handed him something called a Convicted Persons Questionnaire, which every felon had to fill out, and he listed his height as six-foot-one, his weight as 220 pounds, and his occupation as a professional boxer. He also filled in the space that required him to note that he had been convicted of robbery in St. Louis sixteen years earlier and spent two and a half years in Missouri State Prison. And that was it, the end of the old Sonny and the beginning of the new one.


Every celebrity needs a hotel, and when Kerkorian’s International opened in July of 1969, Sonny found a spot in the keno room and made it his base, showing up in shiny silver pants, polished black leather shoes, narrow sunglasses, and a black turtleneck that stretched against his massive chest. When fans came up to him while he was playing five-dollar blackjack and staring into his drink, he’d hand them cards with his name pre-signed on them so he wouldn’t have to make eye contact.


But every so often a manager or a dealer would send someone over whom he would make eye contact with. At the bar, or in the bathroom, or in a leather chair in the lounge, the former heavyweight champion would unfurl his gigantic hand and inside would be cocaine.


Why was a world-renowned figure selling drugs? Everyone sold something in Vegas. But Sonny wouldn’t even call what he was doing drug dealing. The real big mob guys came into town with hundreds of pounds of cocaine for the high rollers. Sonny was way, way downstream from that. His clientele was gym rats and hotel workers. Nonetheless, Sonny was involved deeply enough in the street scene to get caught up in a federal drug raid that nearly led to his being shot.


On February 19, 1969, Sonny’s four title fights were well behind him and fans were paying to see a pale facsimile of the greatest jab in history. He hadn’t been in the ring in four months—since he’d made a train wreck out of Amos “Big Train” Lincoln, a dubious heavyweight who was in a career free fall, at the Civic Center in Baltimore. And he wasn’t due to fight again for another month, when he was scheduled to have a rematch against a soft-punching Cincinnatian named Billy Joiner. On that night, he told Geraldine that he was going out and he didn’t know when he’d be back. He made his way in a pickup truck across the railroad tracks in Bonanza, to a place the cops pitilessly called Nigger Town.


His destination was a squat ranch home with a waist-high fence around it on the run-down corner of Duke Avenue and Castle Street that belonged to Earl Cage, a beautician who owned a salon, Earl’s Beauty Cage. A roundish man with a pencil mustache and hair that was slicked back, Cage was no one’s idea of a movie star, but he had a way with women—especially other men’s wives. He’d massage hair relaxer onto their heads and while they were under his saucer-shaped dryers draw the blinds down over his door.


Besides selling hair straightening, Cage sold cocaine and heroin out of his back room. The samples he gave his clients were probably responsible for most of the sexual attention he received, but he also did a healthy business trafficking in felony weight, and that was what kept Sonny stocked in blow. On this night, a half-dozen people were inside the house when Sonny joined them and disappeared into a din of music. He missed the two cars filled with cops that pulled up to the corner.


Bill Alden, an agent for the Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs, was behind the wheel of one of the cars. Alden had a photo of Cage and a layout of the home, and as he pulled to the curb he felt inside his vest for the arrest warrant that would let him break the door down. Once the two local cops who were trailing him parked their unmarked car and made their way to the back door, he made his way to the front. What happened next happened fast. He pounded on the door and yelled, “Police! You have ten seconds to open up.” Having no faith that anyone would listen, he kicked the door off its hinges before he made it to five.


The interior had a small hallway that led to the living room on the left and two bedrooms on the right. Alden swept into one of the bedrooms, where he found Cage sitting on his bed, smoking dope with another man. The heroin dealer was surprised but apparently not too surprised, because he didn’t resist. He stood calmly and allowed Alden to cuff him. This is going to be an easy night’s work, the agent thought.


At that very moment, Alden heard a commotion in the next room and the partner he’d brought along yell, “Keep your hands up. Don’t move. I told you to put your hands over your head!”


Uh-oh. That was never good.


Making sure his prisoners were securely cuffed, Alden rushed into the next room to see Sonny advancing on his partner.


“I was a big boxing fan,” Alden told me in his first-ever interview about the raid, whose details were conveniently left out of any police report and never made the newspapers. “I remember sitting in my car with my wife, who was my girlfriend at the time, and listening to the Liston–Patterson fight in 1962. I’d followed Sonny Liston through his whole career and there he was, standing right in front of me in a gray sweatshirt, giving me the same stare I’d seen so many times in photographs.”


With Sonny refusing to back down, Alden had the sickening feeling that he might have to shoot the former heavyweight champion of the world. Just then, the two LVPD cops stormed through the back door and positioned themselves in front of Alden and his partner, blocking them from shooting as one approached Sonny and slowly said, “Okay . . . now . . . Sonny . . . Everybody’s friends here. . . . Let’s . . . just . . . cool . . . it.”


“Friends here”? Alden thought. What the hell did that mean? “I don’t know if he was under the influence, but he definitely didn’t look like he wanted to be our friend,” Alden told me. “If it went one step further, I would have shot him where he was standing.”


Yet to his surprise, Sonny relented. He let the officer take him by the arm and guide him out the back door to his pickup truck, while Cage and everyone else in his house were cuffed. “We’ll take care of him from here,” the LVPD officer told Alden.


The reason Alden would remember the night in such detail was that it didn’t end there. While Alden and his colleagues cuffed their suspects and brought them to federal courthouse to be arraigned, Sonny hurtled down Las Vegas Boulevard in his pickup, heading straight to a bar he knew on the north side.


A Las Vegas patrolman named Max Huggins happened by as Sonny parked in a no-parking zone and stumbled out. Huggins told me, “There was this kid from the PD, maybe five-foot-nine, not even 170 pounds. And he stopped Liston when he was drunk. He asked Sonny for his driver’s license and Sonny took a swing at him and missed. The kid knocked him back, knocked him cold. A bunch of people rushed out of the bars when they heard the commotion. ‘Hey, look, that’s Sonny Liston.’ That kind of thing. Sonny got arrested. But I’ll tell you what, it went away fast.” This is what was reported the next day:




SONNY LISTON POSTS BOND IN LAS VEGAS
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Las Vegas, Nev. Feb. 20, 1969. [Reuters] Sonny Liston, former heavyweight boxing champion, today posted bond after being charged with driving under the influence of alcohol in northern Las Vegas last night. Liston, who was arrested while driving a pickup truck, will appear in court later this month.




Except that the case never went to court. In fact, the entire night seems to have been wiped clean. In later years, as Alden rose to one of the top jobs in the Drug Enforcement Administration, he’d remember thinking that Sonny must have had a guardian angel in the Las Vegas Police Department. “Why was he the only one let go?” Alden asked. “It didn’t make any sense.”




2.


PARADISE


The section of town that the Listons lived in, Paradise Palms, was the city’s most exclusive enclave. Designed by a young architecture firm from Los Angeles, Palmer & Krisel, the Palms was envisioned as a place where the richest and most powerful people in Las Vegas could feel comfortable raising their families away from the chaos of the Strip.


Although Palmer & Krisel offered just a few basic models, they rotated the footprints of their lots so that adjacent homes stood at different angles. Three separate rooflines were offered as well: the futuristic butterfly design, with its two sides folded toward the sky like wings; the popular ranch; and the basic A-frame. Buyers could also customize their designs by picking different styles of decorative stonework, sanded stucco finishes, and carports instead of garages.


With lazy streets that ran in and around the Stardust Country Club, the Palms became a hit as soon as its first models were offered in 1963. Stanley Morgan of the Ink Spots had one of the A-frames down the street from Sonny at 1761 Ottawa, and a few houses in the other direction the legendary casino dealer Frank Masterana—a so-called mechanic because he was famous for helping the house cheat high rollers—had the butterfly roof. Donald Sutherland, coming off his huge success in M*A*S*H, lived in the L-shaped ranch on Pima Lane, while barely a mile away Howard Hughes’s right-hand man, Robert Maheu, was raising his family in a split-level.


Sonny’s model at 2058 Ottawa Drive was built on the sixteenth hole and was a mix of everything the development had to offer. Divided into two distinct halves, it had a spacious living area with a triple A-frame roofline connected by a narrow walkway to a modernist box with two bedrooms inside.


Even though Sonny wasn’t much on golf, his neighbors got used to waving at him as he went on his morning runs. Geraldine became a familiar sight, too, gardening in the early morning or knitting by their pool. In time, she bought a swing set and other playground equipment so the kids in the neighborhood would feel comfortable coming over to spend time with Daniel.


The genius of Paradise Palms was that it offered the illusion of suburban living in a twenty-four-hour city where fathers got home at four or five in the morning with sex and booze on their breath. Kids still got put to bed after dinner and wives met to plan charity dinners. Everyone could at least pretend there were boundaries.


There was a great sense of the future in Paradise Palms but very little of the past. And that suited Sonny just fine. In the early 1960s the writer A. S. “Doc” Young took a tour of Sonny’s birthplace in Forrest City, Arkansas, and described it as a place full of “wide, open spaces [where] there doesn’t seem to be a whole lot stirring. . . . You notice these skimpy little houses . . . many with wrinkled, tin roofs; some set close to the highway, others dotting the vast acreage. The lawns are plain dirt and this is where little barefoot kids in their Lil’ Abner clothing play.”


Tobe Liston was a miserable miscreant of a man who rented the family’s land from a sharecropper and gave away four-fifths of what he made farming cotton, corn, sorghum molasses, peanuts, and sweet potatoes. The only reason he even expended any sperm on Sonny, his twenty-fourth child in total and ninth by his second wife, Helen, was that he needed another hand to work his peanut and cotton fields. Because Forrest City did not require birth certificates, Sonny was born without even the most basic certification of his arrival, making the moment of his birth the first of many uncertainties that would shadow him through his life. A hard winter in 1942 left the Listons struggling to make ends meet and caused a fateful turn in their fortunes. “I could hear the news on the radio that help was needed in St. Louis and they’d pay you while you learned,” Helen Liston told Young for his biography, Sonny Liston: The Champ Nobody Wanted. “So I went on up there and got me a job in a shoe factory.”


Sonny had the biggest hands anyone in Forrest City had ever seen. Had he stayed, he probably would have used them to kill his old man. Instead, he stole a few sacks of peanuts so he could buy a bus ticket to St. Louis to join his mother. “I figured it would be like the country,” he’d say, “and all I had to do was ask somebody where my mother lived and they’d tell me she lived down the road a piece.”


There was nothing criminally preordained about Sonny’s arrival in St. Louis. The cops who found him sleeping in an alley fed him bologna and crackers and looked out for him the way cops used to do. As a family friend told Young, “They kept him with them for three days. They liked him—he did little chores around the station—and he liked them. He didn’t want to leave.” When the cops found Helen Liston living in the top two rooms of a house on O’Fallon Street, they reunited her with her son. Helen enrolled him in night school (not, as some cartoonishly suggested, an actual first-grade class) in the hopes that he could catch up on his education. But, as she conceded, “Charles didn’t go like he should.”


Instead, he gravitated to the street. “Someone would say, ‘Let’s stick up the restaurant,’ and we did,” Sonny would recall. “We just did the job like the stupid, crazy, bad kids we were.” After a gas station heist in which two bystanders were mercilessly beaten, the St. Louis cops sent Sonny to the state penitentiary in Jefferson City.


Most people lose their livelihood when they go to prison, but Sonny found his. A prison chaplain who enrolled him in its boxing program was so impressed by his fearsome jab that he invited some local promoters to watch, and they in turn asked a local fighter to test the kid out. Before long, Sonny had been paroled into their custody and a new life.


“The boy still is crude; he’s no Joe Louis yet,” the head of the St. Louis Golden Gloves team observed. “But he’s much faster on his feet and has more speed than Louis had at his age.” After he captured the national Golden Gloves title in 1952, the St. Louis Globe-Democrat raved, “Charles (Sonny) Liston, besides being the most powerful man ever to come out of the Golden Gloves here, has the unique ability to be able to stand up under a punch that would ordinarily stagger a water buffalo.”


Back then, while he was still making $35 a week, Sonny couldn’t have conceived that his ability would take him to a place like Paradise Palms.


“Nobody don’t want a bum,” he once said, remembering his time on the streets. “Down there is a lonely place. There ain’t nobody going to leap down and say, ‘Hey, fellow, want a hand?’ Not for me there wasn’t, anyways.”


Of the many crossroads in his life, the one that may have meant the most came in 1956, while he was climbing the heavyweight rankings. Sonny was at a party with Geraldine and called a taxi to take them home. When he walked out and saw a St. Louis cop ticketing the taxi, he shouted, “Hey, why don’t you lay off.”


“How about you mind your business or I lock you up,” the cop fired back. Or at least that was what Sonny said when he explained why he’d lifted the officer to shake loose his gun and, in the process, set him down awkwardly and broken his leg. The officer’s version was more sinister. He accused Sonny and an accomplice of dragging him into an alley and stealing his weapon. As the officer wrote in his report, “I hollered, ‘Don’t shoot me.’ Liston let up and then hit me over the eye with either his fist or the gun. Then they ran up the alley.”


Blacks from the bleak coal-soaked slums rallied around Sonny. And they weren’t alone. Even the staid Saturday Evening Post questioned the officer’s story, wondering why he didn’t just write the ticket and walk away. Not that the cops in St. Louis cared. They made Sonny’s life hell, stopping him by his own estimation “fifty or a hundred times” and padding his rap sheet with busts. The punitive overcharging became self-fulfilling when he was sentenced to nine more months behind bars.


It’s hard to overstate the crossroads that lay before him when Sonny was released. The Montgomery Improvement Association had recently named a twenty-seven-year-old doctoral student in theology, Martin Luther King Jr., as its minister. There was room for all sorts of new leaders. But in 1957, Sonny’s mob handlers in St. Louis decided to sell his contract to a pair of tough-talking crime bosses in Philadelphia, and there was no turning back.


His life since then had been one investigation after another and a constant drumbeat of criticism that he was a linchpin between boxing and the mob. But to look at Sonny in Paradise Palms was to see the payoff from that lifetime of beatings.


He owned a thin metal card that got him into a golf course clubhouse where gin and tonics flowed freely in the early afternoon, helping the normal boundaries of celebrity fade into a well-heeled kind of bonhomie. After playing eighteen holes of golf, the members of the Rat Pack might have a drink or two and chat with their less famous neighbors, generally casino executives or mobsters whose kids played on the streets and lawns, blithely unaware that everyone didn’t live with Frank Sinatra winking at them from the fourth fairway.


In a town of two and three shows a night, everyone was on their second or third acts. There were no judgments, or at least none that really mattered. The Las Vegas patrolman Max Huggins would remember making his rounds through Paradise Palms when a woman who lived on Ottawa Drive pigeonholed him to complain about the loud parties that Sonny threw when Geraldine was away. They were raucous affairs in which friends from the Westside and boxing associates mixed with showgirls and comics like Redd Foxx, Slappy White, and Nipsey Russell.


“He’s a goddamn drunk,” she complained. “He’s going to die in the gutter.”


Huggins thanked her for her concern and walked off. Everybody had the same thing said about them at one time or another in Paradise Palms.


On February 21, 1969, the Sun reported the arrest of Earl Cage on the front page without any mention of Sonny at all.


Instead, the story focused on an eighteen-year veteran of the Las Vegas PD, John Sleeper, who green-lighted the raid. A large man with slits for eyes and wishbone eyebrows that crept up when something struck him as suspicious, Sleeper was perfectly suited to the task of running the vice unit for a force of five hundred men that covered the fifty-three-square-mile city. He had thin, pursed lips, a strong sense of Mormon rectitude, and the ability to inspire fierce loyalty among the agents he handpicked.


Even though he wore a flattop and rarely allowed himself to be seen out of uniform, Sleeper encouraged his men to grow their hair and pose as hippies or bikers so they could blend into the most dangerous parts of the city. Then he’d throw parties after busts at his house, where he handed out long-neck beers and turned Hank Williams way up loud. His sense of bravado was such that when a recalcitrant drug dealer refused to move from his corner, he asked, “Don’t you know who I am?” and opened his leather jacket to reveal a T-shirt emblazoned with a Superman logo. “I’m Super Narc!”


Sleeper claimed to loathe politics but he was a cagey tactician who was determined to close what he perceived as a prestige gap with the Clark County Sheriff’s Department, which had responsibility for all of Clark County’s unincorporated areas, including the hotels and casinos on the Strip. He also couldn’t wait to take credit for Earl Cage’s arrest, which might not have been the smartest thing to do.


Cage had been arrested on a federal warrant and arraigned in federal court, which left him thinking that the feds had set him up. But there was Sleeper, bragging that he was actually the brains behind it all. For Cage, a man with an unforgiving and violent reputation, it wouldn’t have taken a lot to conclude the same thing that Bill Alden, the federal agent who’d nearly shot Sonny, had concluded: that the champ had had something to do with setting it all up.


In the fall of 1969, Richard Nixon was under siege for his role in expanding the war in Vietnam. The New York Times had exposed the secret bombing of Cambodia, and antiwar protests were breaking out all over the country. On June 27, in what became a signature turning point for public opinion, Life magazine had published the faces of 242 servicemen who had been killed the prior week, causing shocked Americans to confront the once smiling faces of the dead. With a siege mentality already settling in, Nixon convened a crisis group headed by his attorney general, John Mitchell. Reminding the room that Nixon had run on a law-and-order platform, Mitchell asked his aides how they could deliver on that promise and at the same time distract America from the war in Vietnam. When someone suggested the drug issue, the attorney general took his pipe out of his mouth and said, “I like it.”


In the first battle of that war, Nixon targeted the drugs that were coming over the Mexican border. Mexico’s government was reluctant to crack down on peasant farmers who grew marijuana for the cartels, and in what became known as Operation Intercept, two thousand agents were dispatched to the border to stop every car trying to get into the United States. In foreign policy terms, it was a debacle. While Mexican citizens sweltered in their cars in hundred-degree heat, Mexico’s president accused Nixon of creating a “wall of suspicion” and warned of reprisals.


This new drug war was the best thing that could have happened to John Sleeper. Drug prices started skyrocketing in what the Sun called “the current state of bedlam brought about by the federal Government’s Operation Intercept.” When the Nixon administration began sending grants to police departments, Sleeper suddenly found himself with a windfall to expand his small vice unit. He doled out money to informants up and down the city to create a spy network and pressed his friends in the casino world to let him know when big-time traffickers were staying in their high-roller suites.


Aided by the federal Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs, which helped him with cash to finance his drug buys, Sleeper began expanding his undercover operations. He even took a page from the hit show The Mod Squad by posing his young detectives as hippies or high school seniors so they could spy on protest organizers in the schools. If that put him on a collision course with the county’s powerful sheriff, Ralph Lamb, well, Sleeper didn’t care. In fact, he couldn’t wait for a showdown.




3.


LOST VEGAS


Sonny’s head kept telling him that he should stay in Paradise Palms and keep Geraldine happy. But his heart kept leading him to the boozy, shiftless soul of the Las Vegas ghetto.


Most of the African-Americans who lived in the Westside had relatives who arrived in the teeth of the Great Depression. They gave up making $2.50 a day farming in Louisiana, Arkansas, or Texas so they could start new lives by laying the brick and mortar that built the casinos. By the early fifties, a second wave followed to fill the jobs that the new casinos had available for kitchen help, shoe shiners, janitors, and, of course, showgirls and musicians.


They settled in shacks and, if they were lucky, worked for employers who ran shuttles to the casinos, because it was a dangerous trip to make on foot. Gauntlets of white toughs often waited on the other side of the tracks to cause trouble. Sunday was the only day when a family dressed for church could feel halfway comfortable venturing into the white side of town and walking past the shops and casinos that they were barred by law from entering.


Walled off and hemmed in, the residents of the Westside built a city within their city and filled it with family-owned businesses: Johnson’s Malt Shop, the Dixie Meat Market, Crockett’s barbershop, and of course Gilbert’s Liquor Store, where old man Gilbert was willing to sell whiskey on credit.


In the middle of it all was the beating heart of their neighborhood: The shadow strip that ran along Jackson Street was luminously filled with nightclubs that jumped all through the night: the Cotton Club. The Ebony Club. El Morocco. The Louisiana Club. Town Tavern. After the casinos on the white side of town closed, their headliners would come to Jackson Street to unwind. Kids who couldn’t go inside hung out on the street, hoping to catch a glimpse of the stars.


The pivotal moment for the Westside came in 1955, while Sonny was still slugging his way through St. Louis. A group of white investors from Los Angeles sensed the time was ripe for something grand and opened an integrated hotel and casino, the Moulin Rouge, that rose fifteen stories over Bonanza. Its location, a stone’s throw from the railroad tracks, lured adventurous whites to gamble in its casino, chase colored showgirls, and rub shoulders with black entertainers, who loved playing the place, since it afforded them accommodations they couldn’t get anywhere else. (In one famous story, Nat King Cole was allegedly barred from entering the Tropicana by a doorman who told Cole’s white companion, the publicity manager of the Sands, “I don’t care if he’s Jesus Christ, he’s a nigger and stays out.”)
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