
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Advance praise for Martin J. Smith’s

			Mr. Las Vegas Has a Bad Knee

			“Ride along with a savvy storyteller as he cruises the American Southwest chronicling the eccentric and the absurd, from dinosaur fabricators to Liberace mourners to mummy moguls, with star turns by Buzz Aldrin and Muhammad Ali. Martin J. Smith is an expert at seeing the big picture in the seemingly trivial. His voice is breezy, conversational, and droll. Most winningly, he lets his humanity hang out by truly caring for his characters, and honoring them, however obvious their flaws.”

			—Tom Huth, novelist and author of the memoir Forty Years Stoned: A Journalist’s Romance

			“Martin J. Smith possesses a bloodhound’s nose for quirky characters. In his decades as a California journalist, he flushed out and gunsighted flocks of people who, as Joan Didion once wrote, are cursed to follow ‘some imperceptibly but fatally askew rainbow.’ But Smith’s true gift resides in his empathy—in the gentle way he forces us to see grace and redemption in the lives of people whom most of us would be inclined to mock. This book is revealing and wry but built on a bedrock of love.”

			—Steve Hawk, former editor of Surfer magazine and Swell.com

			“Martin J. Smith is one of the great unsung writers of our generation. He writes with knowing compassion about the absurd, the surreal, and the profane, drawing the reader in with page-turning style and tender wit.”

			—Martin Dugard, coauthor of the New York Times best-selling nonfiction “Killing” series

			“There are many unforgettable moments in Martin J. Smith’s beautifully written, wry collection of essays about quirky strivers in the modern American Southwest. I’ll never again look at the upturned tips of airplane wings without thinking of aviation pioneer Burt Rutan toiling away in the Mojave Desert. I’ll never watch Pulp Fiction without thinking about the tumultuous life of surf guitarist Dick Dale, who lost his Newport Beach dream house but never gave up. And I will never think of a book tour without picturing the cross-country, do-it-yourself promotional trek that Smith took with a writer buddy and their four young children in rented minivans. When his son asks, ‘Are we there yet?,’ Smith takes it as an existential question. ‘No,’ he writes, ‘I’m not there yet.’ I beg to differ.”

			—Robin Abcarian, columnist, Los Angeles Times

		

	
		
			Mr. Las Vegas Has a Bad Knee

			and Other Tales of the People, Places, and Peculiarities of the Modern American Southwest

			Martin J. Smith

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			An imprint of Globe Pequot

			An imprint and registered trademark of Rowman & Littlefield

			Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK

			Copyright © 2017 Martin J. Smith

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

			British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 

			Name: Smith, Martin J., 1956- author.

			Title: Mr. Las Vegas has a bad knee : and other tales of the people, places, and peculiarities of the modern American Southwest / Martin J. Smith.

			Other titles: Tales of the people, places, and peculiarities of the modern American Southwest

			Description: Guilford, Connecticut : TwoDot, [2017]

			Identifiers: LCCN 2016052634 (print) | LCCN 2016052832 (ebook) | ISBN 9781493028443 (pbk.) | ISBN 9781493028450 (e-book)

			Subjects: LCSH: Southwest, New—Biography—Anecdotes. | Southwest, New—Social life and customs—Anecdotes. | Celebrities—United States—Anecdotes.

			Classification: LCC F785.5 .S55 2017 (print) | LCC F785.5 (ebook) | DDC 979—dc23

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2016052634

			[image: ] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.

			Printed in the United States of America

		

	
		
			For R. Thomas Berner, H. Eugene Goodwin, Patrick J. Kiger, and all of the other journalistic mentors who taught me along the way

		

	
		
			Foreword

			By David L. Ulin

			Martin J. Smith is onto something. It’s a sneaky kind of something, the kind of something journalists notice when they’ve been on a beat, working a territory: a collision of ideas, of sensibilities, into a larger point of view. “Here’s the thing about Southern California: Permanence is illusion. Legends wither. The past impedes the future,” Smith writes in “Extinction Along Interstate 10,” the story of the roadside dinosaurs of Cabazon. And yet, there’s this as well, from his well-wrought portrait of surf guitar god Dick Dale: “[T]he best stories develop over time, stories in which character is revealed rather than exposed.” Somewhere in between these two perspectives—the short and the long view, the sense that nothing matters and that everything does—the twenty-four essays in this collection unfold. “The Land of Id,” Smith calls it in his introduction, and it’s a label that applies. 

			The American Southwest, which is the landscape that Smith travels in these writings, is as it has ever been: a template, raw fodder for our nightmares and our dreams. If that sounds like hyperbole, so be it; the evidence, I want to tell you, bears it out. Consider the old timer’s club he discovers in “Mr. Las Vegas Has a Bad Knee,” his complex and moving portrait of Wayne Newton, which holds its final meeting “at the Stardust before it was imploded,” before giving up entirely on the city’s history. Could there be a more effective metaphor for the boom-and-bust mentality of the place, which is, after all, just a desert town that got very, very big?

			These are the questions Smith raises, with his excursions, real and virtual. On a website called Meetup, he finds the three members of the lesbian cairn terrier owners of Orange County, which leads to a riff on subcultures and what they may or may not mean. The deathwatch outside Liberace’s Palm Springs home encourages a meditation on the peculiar social glue of fame, not for the performer as much as for the fans. Elsewhere, Smith introduces a designer of experimental aircraft, a podiatrist who hit 2,750 free throws without a miss, and a toilet innovator about to be inducted into the Plumbing Hall of Fame. Dreamers, in other words, every one of them, of what Joan Didion once referred to as the golden dream.

			Why is this important? Because it’s disappearing, for one thing, as the culture homogenizes. But even more because it remains representative just the same. If Smith’s book is about anything, it is about place, the way it gets inside us. And the Southwest . . . there is something about the space, the unformed landscape, that both terrifies and inspires, allowing us to see our limits and our possibilities. Thus, if on the one hand, Smith is tracking a lost world—“Lawyers have a philosophy in this country that people shouldn’t be allowed to take risks,” insists Voyager aircraft designer Burt Rutan. “You watch that. If someone tells you they have a proposition for you without any risks, watch out that he’s not trying to take away your freedom”—it is a lost world that also is brave and new. Sound like a contradiction? That’s the whole idea behind Smith’s work in this collection, which traces (as it must) the middle ground between opposing, but not irreconcilable, perspectives: “Permanence is illusion” and “The best stories develop over time.”

			David L. Ulin is the author, most recently, of the novel Ear to the Ground, written with Paul Kolsby. A 2015 Guggenheim Fellow, his other books include Sidewalking: Coming to Terms with Los Angeles, a finalist for the PEN/Diamonstein-Spielvogel Award for the Art of the Essay, and Writing Los Angeles: A Literary Anthology, which won a California Book Award.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			The Land of Id

			In 1985, the same year I moved from the East to the West, a seemingly upstanding Newport Beach, California, businessman named John Davis Sr. announced quite publicly that he wanted to buy a whorehouse.

			Davis had put a lot of thought into this midlife career move. This was not some bling-encrusted pimp deciding to set up shop in a downtown tenement instead of having his girls work the bus station. This was a man who’d bought an obscure, year-old Salt Lake City corporation called Strong Point Inc. intending to use it as a legal shell for various businesses—and never mind that the company had no real assets or money, or that Davis and his primary partner already had a somewhat uneven history as businessmen. As Davis began looking for investment opportunities, he noticed a classified ad in the Wall Street Journal seeking buyers for a small Nevada town that included a brothel.

			“I saw the representations of the earnings,” he later told the Los Angeles Times, “[and] I thought, ‘This looks very interesting.’”

			Although that particular deal never panned out, Davis already was working on his Big Idea. He and his partner began touring Nevada brothels, their lustful eyes fixed not on the shapely working girls who greeted them as they arrived but instead on the bottom line of the brothel business. Eventually, Davis announced his plan to buy, for eighteen million dollars, one of the most famous legal brothels in the United States, the fabled Mustang Ranch in Storey County, Nevada, just outside Reno.

			And where did he plan to get eighteen million dollars? That was where the story took a distinctive turn, one that, in my mind, marks it as a pure and unmistakable product of the modern American Southwest. His Big Idea—the stuff of which business-school legends are made—was his stated intention to operate the whorehouse as a public corporation, to become the first such enterprise in the United States to sell shares of the business to stockholders, to put control of the bordello in the hands of a board of directors whose job it would be to maximize shareholder value. Davis told me he hoped to use the Mustang Ranch as the keystone of his plan to operate a chain of whorehouses traversing the Interstate 80 corridor across the northern part of Nevada like a chain of Denny’s road-food restaurants, except with an entirely different sort of grand-slam menu.

			I chronicled Davis’s ultimately doomed effort to create the country’s first publicly held brothel during my first two years as a journalist based in Southern California. But looking back more than three decades later, I remember my first August 1985 encounter with Davis’s Big Idea as the precise moment when I knew for sure that I was witnessing a much bigger reality: the ongoing story of an oft-idealized and misunderstood landscape that’s like no other in the United States, and perhaps the world.

			People in the American Southwest just see things differently than other people. Where others see accepted reality, Westerners see potential, opportunities, possibility. It’s no accident that the “I think I can” mantras of personal-fulfillment huckster Anthony Robbins and the Crystal Cathedral’s possibility-thinking Rev. Robert Schuller emanated from Southern California. Those guys understood what can happen when a critical mass of like-minded people get together. Like Robbins and Schuller, their followers were drawn to this self-motivated and instinctual Land of Id because here, unbound by convention, they know they can pursue their dreams and schemes without regard to reality as everyone else has defined it.

			The Southwest is now—still—a place where a startling number of people approach life with the same appetite for risk and reward as poker champions and extreme athletes. They arrive as questing migrants, or spring fully formed from the landscape, with the same refreshingly cockeyed approach to life as John Davis Sr. You hear a lot about the Southwest, Southern California in particular, being a place where people come to reinvent themselves. I suppose that’s true. But that reputation obscures the more important reality that a lot of pure invention goes on here as well. 

			Someone once described the region as a place created when a great force picked up the United States by the East Coast and shook it. Everything that was unattached, unstable, or willing to risk letting go found its way here. Does the region have more than its share of marginally delusional dreamers? Of course. Charles Manson was one of them, but then, so was Howard Hughes. So were William Shockley, who invented the transistor and paved the road to Silicon Valley, and gawky kid-wonks named Steve Jobs and Mark Zuckerberg. Just as it took someone with a peculiarly Western mindset to see the world’s oldest profession in an entirely different way, it took an iconoclast such as Mojave-based aircraft designer Burt Rutan to question long-standing assumptions and see—reimagine—what flight could be. It took Orange County, California, marathon swimmer Lynne Cox to even imagine swimming without a wetsuit in the slushy waters of Antarctica, and then train herself to actually do it. It took a retired seventy-something podiatrist from Long Beach, Tom Amberry, to see the art of basketball free throw shooting as a purely mechanical process, to perfect it, and demonstrate his ability to the world by shooting for twelve straight hours—2,750 baskets in a row—without missing once. (Amberry only stopped because the health club where he set the Guinness world record needed its court back.) Who but a self-styled So Cal mystic would see and pursue good-old Egyptian-style mummification as a viable business opportunity during the go-go 1980s? 

			I was born in Alabama, raised in Pennsylvania, and have traveled everywhere from Europe to the Arctic Circle to northern Africa to Siberia to the Philippines, and my sense is that there are very real reasons why the American Southwest boasts more than its share of Nobel Prize laureates and inventors and entrepreneurs and artists, more than its share of premier athletes and con men and the kind of folk who prefer to live in a place where so many people assume limitless possibility, and where the past matters less than the future. Their infectious approach to life is palpable, like a smell or a taste or the phantom-tickle of something that brushes against your skin. You may not know exactly what it is, but you know it’s there, as real and powerful as the mysterious force of celebrity.

			I consider it a privilege to have chronicled many stories that, gathered together, actually help tell the much grander story of this special place at the turn of the millennium. From those tales emerges a snapshot of a place awash in eccentric dreamers and robust weirdness. 

			But the real value of this story collection, I believe, is that with each tale comes a postscript. Most writers get only one chance to tell the stories they discover. This book is my second chance. Sometimes, particularly in journalism, a writer has to tell a story before it has an ending, or before he or she has a chance to fully understand its broader themes. This collection of original nonfiction is my opportunity to revisit some of the heroes, iconoclasts, and cultural spasms I’ve documented during more than three decades as a journalist, but with the perspective that only time and distance can offer. They all fit together, improbably, into a hyperkinetic montage of a remarkable and endless frontier vastly different from the rest of the nation, a pulsing, tragicomic land of infinite possibilities.

			If you’re looking for a poster boy for it all, John Davis Sr.—with his potent combination of audacity, imagination, intelligence, humor, and perhaps a wee bit of mischief—works just as well as any. But looking back, I can finish his story. I now know, for example, what became of his Big Idea. It made national headlines for a while, briefly inflated the price of Strong Point’s over-the-counter stock, even triggered an investigation by the federal Securities and Exchange Commission. In the end, though, it collapsed into a rubble-heap of lawsuits and died as a charred, smoking public failure.

			But in the context of the bigger story about the place where that Big Idea was spawned, its failure is actually beside the point.

			—Martin J. Smith, Granby, Colorado

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Mr. Las Vegas Has a Bad Knee

			The official Wayne Newton Tour, during which we learn the truth about the “historic” desert oasis, and the host is a no-show (2006)

			Wayne Newton arrived in Las Vegas as a fresh-faced seventeen-year-old singing sensation, looking like the result of a science experiment involving Brylcreem and estrogen. It was 1959, and to put his Las Vegas tenure into perspective, that was the year Buddy Holly, Ritchie Valens, and the Big Bopper died, that Fidel Castro first took command of Cuba, and American Airlines scheduled its first transcontinental jet flight from Los Angeles to New York. 

			This is no way intended to make Wayne Newton feel old, since his pompadoured hair is every bit as black as the late Ronald Reagan’s, but the guy has been a Las Vegas fixture for a very long time. And he’s still there, overseeing his fifty-two-acre Casa de Shenandoah ranch, wowing the Wayniacs who flock to see him six nights a week, most recently at the Flamingo, and playing the role of the city’s benevolent elder statesman. As proclaimed in the welcome banner at www.waynenewton.com (where the Wayne Wear Mug goes for just four dollars), Newton is “Mr. Las Vegas.” 

			So, naturally, when Newton’s people offered me a tour of Las Vegas guided by the ultimate Vegas insider, I couldn’t say no. Who else would have such a sweeping grasp of local lore and history? Who better to narrate the tectonic shift that transformed the desert oasis into one of the fastest growing cities in America?       
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					Wayne Newton in 2015 with his car collection at Casa de Shenandoah. This photograph by Christopher Devargas appeared in the Sept. 21, 2015, issue of the Las Vegas Sun to illustrate a story about Newton opening his longtime Las Vegas ranch, Casa de Shenandoah, as a museum.

					Used with permission of the Greenspun Media Group

				

			

			I secretly was hoping for a glimpse at the behind-the-scenes workings of Sin City, where visitors are encouraged to unleash the beast within and the primary role of the immigrant class along the Strip seems to be handing out promotional cards for escort services. Newton’s was a name that could open doors, and I knew the story might offer a rare glimpse at the copious consumption habits of Mr. Las Vegas himself. While he gives generously of his time and money to the USO and many other charitable causes, research also suggests that, despite some niggling bankruptcy problems in the early 1990s and a 2005 skirmish with the IRS, Newton’s is a fast-lane life lived on private jets and Arabian horses, on personal yachts and helicopters, and behind the wheel of his fabulous cars. His star may have dimmed and his voice faltered in recent years, but he apparently has maintained his lifestyle by leveraging his fabled stage act into parallel careers in film and television. 

			In short, Wayne Newton seemed like a decent guy, a fascinating character, and the perfect escort into the neon-lit core of America’s naked id. There was just one problem: actually connecting with Mr. Las Vegas.

			Even though his own public relations agency had pitched the Wayne’s World tour idea, it took more than three months for me to pull off a preliminary fifteen-minute telephone interview with the man. Times were set and then canceled, again and again, because being Mr. Las Vegas keeps Newton pretty busy. (In addition to the in-town shows he performs, his road schedule has, in the past two months alone, taken him to venues in Niagara Falls, Ontario; North Myrtle Beach, South Carolina; Hollywood, Florida; Columbus, Georgia; Cabazon, California; and Wendover, Nevada.) 

			To his credit, Newton gave it his all when that short phone conversation finally happened—apparently a hallmark of his lotta-bang-for-the-buck stage act. He was effusive about the tour possibilities. He offered a quick geography lesson about how the mountains that ring the city had for years limited growth. He explained the evolution of Vegas from a gambling capital to “an entertainment-based city” where gaming, has slipped to fourth place as an attraction, behind stage acts, restaurants, and shopping. He talked at length about the evolving trends in entertainment, from the Rat Pack singers to the magicians to the comedians and the impersonators to the modern-day circus shows. 

			He recalled with great irony how “the NBC affiliate came up for sale here in the mid-1970s and Dick Clark, a friend of mine, suggested that he and I buy the station. He checked it out for two months, and when I finally called him to ask about it, he said he’d decided to pass. The opinion was that Las Vegas wasn’t going to last.” 

			The sixty-four-year-old Newton seemed genuinely excited about showing off his hometown, dropping tantalizing hints about Howard Hughes’s secret tunnels at the Desert Inn. He even suggested that we meet Claudine Williams, whom he described as “my adopted mother” and said had helped build the first Holiday Inn on the Strip, now the site of Harrah’s. 

			“She’s in her eighties,” he said. “She actually came out here from Texas as a dealer. She knows more about that kind of history than anyone I know.” 

			Newton reserved a special mention for the New Frontier hotel and casino, which opened as the Last Frontier in 1942. Newton said it “probably offers the best history of the town.” The sparkle-creep of new Las Vegas had “totally engulfed” the venerable Frontier, Newton said, and “it’s probably only a matter of time before it’s imploded.” When a date for our tour was finally set—after several more failed attempts—I didn’t hesitate. I booked a room at the Frontier. 

			As it turned out, it was as close to historic Las Vegas as I would get.

			Despite its endless shimmer, Las Vegas does not encourage reflection. The entire city seems designed to keep visitors from thinking too much. Unless you’re in a place where you’re gambling or spending money, there’s really nowhere to sit. Sidewalks and elevated crosswalks along the Strip are not direct routes from one place to another, but meandering paths that parade you past the endless retailers. It’s the rare hotel that doesn’t require you to traverse the infinite, Pavlovian clamor of a casino to get to your room. 

			And once there, well, who has time to reflect when the Frontier’s porn channels are free? 

			If that venerable hotel is the essence of historic Las Vegas, then history here smells vaguely of stale cigarettes and Paco Rabanne. In contrast to the Wynn Las Vegas, towering in tasteful desert shades directly across Las Vegas Boulevard (and boasting both Ferrari and Maserati showrooms right on the premises), the Frontier’s main marquee promotes rooms from $44.95, frozen margaritas for $1.99, “the only Bingo on the Strip,” and an Urban Cowboy–era Gilley’s nightclub featuring “Cold Beer . . . Dirty Girls” mud wrestling, and midnight “Bikini Bull Riding.” At the Wynn, the registration desk overlooks a magnificent artificial forest and waterfall and features stunning arrangements of fresh-cut flowers. The Frontier’s registration desk resembles the checkout line at Costco. 

			My cellphone rang as I walked the cacophonous miles between the front desk and my room. I answered, and I wasn’t particularly surprised to hear there was a snag. 

			Newton was canceling again. The night before, Mr. Las Vegas had injured his knee while taping his E! network reality show, The Entertainer, in Los Angeles. Nasty stuff, according to his assistant. Blown meniscus. Possible surgery. Head fogged by painkillers. Hope you understand. 

			And so the officially sanctioned Wayne Newton Tour of Historic Las Vegas was not to be. I was reduced to waiting out the hours before my return flight at the Frontier. I spent the time rereading a landmark 1966 Esquire story—headline: “Frank Sinatra Has a Cold”—hoping to emulate Gay Talese’s deft handling of an elusive star (eventually concluding that I’m no Gay Talese, and that Wayne Newton is no Frank Sinatra), and driving around the perimeter of once-remote Casa de Shenandoah like a stalker, wondering what was going on behind the ten-foot-high block walls and gilded gates that shield Mr. Las Vegas from the gas station, tattoo parlor, Jack in the Box, and other commercial blight that has spread to his doorstep.

			And during that excursion, an obvious truth hit me: Historic Las Vegas doesn’t really exist—at least not in any form that you can actually tour. (OK, you can see a sampling of artifacts and structures from the pioneer days at the tiny Clark County Museum, which drew thirty-five thousand visitors in fiscal 2005–2006. The Liberace Museum does better, enticing about seventy thousand annually, but neither figure is particularly impressive in a city awash in almost forty million yearly visitors.) 

			Occasionally you can spot glimpses of history scattered about town, including the bright-red landmark Klondike hotel and casino that squats at the south end of the Strip, fenced off and abandoned since late June (and, I suspect, still reeking of cigarettes and Paco Rabanne). But when I thought back to my fifteen-minute phone conversation with Mr. Las Vegas, it was clear that he had been groping for possibilities, trying to think of where, exactly, historic Las Vegas might be found. 

			The Desert Inn, site of the reclusive Hughes’s aerie? Gone, he had said, replaced by the Wynn. Those secret tunnels? “I’m not sure they exist anymore, but I can show you where they were.” He’d mentioned an old equestrian center, then quickly added that he thought it might be “part of the Trump development now.” 

			I’d asked him to name people and places in town where the old Vegas and the new Vegas were colliding in poignant or interesting ways. A favorite old diner consumed by the metastasizing city? A blacksmith for his Arabians who can no longer afford to do business there? The questions seemed to stump him. 

			When I was back in L.A., I called the recovering Newton and tested my no-tangible-history theory. 

			“It’s funny,” he said. “I realized that the only places I could have shown you that truly represented old Las Vegas were the Frontier and the Stardust.”

			With the closing of the Stardust on Wednesday, only the Frontier remains. 

			Asked what that said about history in his hometown, Newton said it showed the impact of the transition to corporations from individual owners. Before, he continued, gaming laws limited the number of casinos that could be in the hands of a single owner. With corporations, “there is no one person on the gaming licenses,” and so growth is inevitable and seemingly unlimited. 

			“In Las Vegas, it’s what’s important now,” he said. “And with the corporations able to build these megacities, what was doesn’t matter to anybody anymore. It’s just melted snow.” 

			Even the people who lived Las Vegas’s history are waving the white flag. “There’s an old-timers club that has met for years,” Newton said. “They’re all people who have been living here for forty years or more,” including Claudine Williams. He said the club recently held its final meeting: “They wanted to have it at the Stardust before it was imploded.”

			So, then, history in Las Vegas is what happened yesterday. The Desert Inn and its secrets are just memories. The now-closed Stardust is expected to be razed early next year, making way for the city’s Next Big Thing, Boyd Gaming Corp.’s splendiferous four-billion-dollar Echelon Place. The Klondike is a slate that soon will be wiped clean, and in its place there will be a 900-room hotel, 1,200 condos, and a casino seven times larger than the original. The funky Frontier is a stubborn rock in a rushing river, but someday soon it too may wash away. 

			Now Mr. Las Vegas has a bad knee, and all things considered, it’s hard not to worry about the way Vegas treats its aging legends. 

			POSTSCRIPT

			This essay is adapted from one that appeared in the November 5, 2006, issue of West, the magazine of the Los Angeles Times. The Frontier hotel closed July 16, 2007, and was demolished four months later. But Newton’s stage career continues, though according to a 2015 report in the Las Vegas Sun, he last performed in his hometown in April 2010. His headline-making appearances in recent years mostly involved a legal dispute over control of Casa de Shenandoah, which in 2015 he opened as a museum containing personal memorabilia collected during his decades in the spotlight. “But the viability of his museum, in today’s Las Vegas, is hardly a certainty,” wrote John Katsilometes in the Sun story. “A similar attraction dedicated to Liberace closed in November 2010, in large part because Liberace’s name recognition had waned. Even Elvis isn’t a sure thing in Las Vegas. Cirque du Soleil’s ‘Viva Elvis’ closed and there has been a lackluster response to ‘The Elvis Experience’ stage show at the Westgate, though ‘Graceland Presents Elvis: The Exhibition,’ a museum and tour, still is flourishing.” Newton told the Sun writer he recognized the risk of opening a museum celebrating himself: “I’d be naïve to think otherwise,” he said of its long-term viability. “It happens to all of us, but the difference between Casa de Shenandoah and Graceland, for that comparison, is that I am still here. I can boost interest personally if need be.” But time respects no legend. Or as one unkind reader wrote in the comments section of that online story: “Good luck Mr. Las Vegas! Maybe you can now focus on suing the plastic surgeons that made you look like a Muppet.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Extinction Along Interstate 10

			How a 250-ton, steel-reinforced desert dino dream disappeared (2005)

			The first time I saw the dinosaurs of Cabazon, looming like a kitschy desert mirage on the north side of Interstate 10 just outside Palm Springs, I was a young news reporter racing to cover the Liberace deathwatch. Despite the urgency of my mission that day—grim reports leaking from behind the compound walls, tearful fans keeping vigil outside, a tabloid reporter already hauled away for attempted trespassing—I eased onto the freeway shoulder and spent a few minutes studying a creation that, to me, conveyed something profound and elemental about Southern California.

			Back then, in 1987, the two dinosaurs rose nearly unobstructed from the desert floor. What struck me most was the clear sense of purpose that apparently had set them there, in that desolate spot. There’s just nothing unintentional about two hundred fifty tons of steel-reinforced concrete fashioned into the shapes of a one-hundred-fifty-foot-long Apatosaurus (“Dinney”) and a sixty-five-foot-tall tyrannosaurus rex (“Rex”). Someone had decided to build them, and in precisely that spot, for some unfathomable reason.

			These things happen. The Watt’s Towers, Simon Rodia’s improbable art project in urban Los Angeles, were no accident, and like the dinosaurs, they had no clear purpose, commercial or otherwise. Of course, everyone knows about Rodia and his towers—the singular and profound result of one man’s obsession. But who built the dinosaurs? And why dinosaurs? And why way out in the desert? 

			You already know how the Liberace story turned out. Legends aren’t always built to last. But even as I made my way toward that unfolding desert drama, I couldn’t shake the notion that, somewhere out there in that vast, arid weirdness, an even better story was just waiting to be told.

			Claude K. Bell was ninety-one when I invited myself into his life. I’d tracked him down through public records, then telephoned his wife, Anna, who at the time was a spry seventy-one. Claude wasn’t well, she explained, but if I came out to the desert, and he was feeling up to it, I might be able to talk to him for a little while.

			I met him in his studio, just behind the dinosaurs, not far from the Wheel Inn restaurant. It was midsummer, a dry inferno of a day, but the inside of Bell’s studio was dim and cool. He received me while sitting stiffly in his rocking chair. He was clearly frail. By then I already knew there were other problems. For years, he had welcomed visitors to the viewing platform in Rex’s mouth—the one recreated for that famous scene in the film Pee-wee’s Big Adventure—and the sliding board down his tail. He’d also built a small gift shop in Dinney’s belly. But on the day I met Bell, the whole operation was shut down. The hired caretaker had broken a hip, and Bell’s family was trying to decide what to do.

			“I think we could go on if we found the right person, someone who understands,” Anna told me that day. “Right now we’re . . . trying to hang onto this for him, but we just can’t get it together enough to do what he wanted to do.”

			What Claude Bell wanted to do, essentially, was the same thing most of us want to do: make a permanent mark before leaving this world. But as he and his family told his story, Bell’s attempt to make his mark struck me as particularly poignant.

			He grew up in Atlantic City, New Jersey, where he spent much of his youth creating sand sculptures for the loose change tourists would dig from their pockets. He got so good that for a while he made a career of it, touring the continent creating sand sculptures for fairs and exhibitions. During those years, Bell spent his days building things that had all the permanence of smoke. By day’s end, what he had created usually was reduced to piles of nothing.        
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					Claude Bell in front of the steel skeleton of Dinney, March 23, 1970, by John Malmin

					© 1970, Los Angeles Times. Reprinted with permission.

				

			

			That Sisyphean sense of impermanence apparently wears on a man. “He got tired of working on something for others, then seeing it torn down with no appreciation for its demise,” his wife told me. “He said he was going to build something that nobody could tear down.”

			Bell eventually found permanent employment as a sculptor at Knott’s Berry Farm and began raising his family in Buena Park. In 1945 he bought sixty acres of desert land, and it was there that he spent much of his free time. “I kept thinking, ‘Why would anyone want to buy a piece of sand and dirt?’” Anna recalled. “I couldn’t imagine what he was ever going to do with that piece of ground. But he never regretted it. He’d come out here and look at it and say, ‘That’s where I’m going to build my dinosaur.’”

			Interstate 10 was brand new when the steel skeleton of Dinney began to take shape in the mid-Sixties. By then Bell, too, was in his mid-sixties, even older when he started work on Rex. He had a financial stake in the Wheel Inn, and he imagined his dinosaurs as a reliable magnet for passing motorists with an appetite. But making money was hardly Bell’s prime motivation. (He eventually spent about three hundred thousand dollars and countless hours building the dinosaurs, but charged only fifty cents’ admission for adults, twenty-five cents for kids between ten and fourteen, and nothing for kids under ten.) No, this clearly was about something else.

			And so they rose, two dinosaurs marooned in that godforsaken place. And there they have remained, silent testimony to their creator’s pluck and to this land of infinite possibilities. Didn’t most of us, after all, come here to build our dinosaurs?

			At one point during my visit, Claude Bell leaned forward in his rocking chair and gestured at a piece of plywood leaning against his studio wall. On it, he had sketched plans for a third creature, a mastodon. “You’ve got to work from the inside out,” he said. “It’s kind of tricky getting around them.” He conceded that a mastodon “isn’t in view at this time,” but even at ninety-one, he wasn’t entirely ruling it out.

			Before I left that day, Anna flipped through a scrapbook of photographs of her husband’s sculptures. “All these things you see here were torn down,” she said. “There’s only a few things left.”

			The biggest of those stood just outside, massive, unmovable, as permanent as one man could make them. Bell’s partner in the Wheel Inn, who’d helped assemble Dinney’s steel skeleton, predicted the dinos would be structurally sound for at least five hundred years, and at one point Anna bragged, “They’d need a bulldozer and then something to get them down.”

			And I remember wanting to congratulate their creator for actually doing what so many of us want to do, for leaving a mark. But by then Claude Bell was asleep in his chair. And six weeks later, the man who built the Cabazon dinosaurs was dead.
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