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			The evil that men do lives after them,

			The good is oft interred with their bones…

			William Shakespeare
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			For John L. Smith… 

			who spoke truth to power without calculating the odds,

			but walked away with his head held high,

			and his integrity intact.
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			On Sunday, May 1, 2022, a barrel containing skeletal human remains surfaced in Hemenway Harbor near the bottom of Lake Mead. Likely shot at close range, the unidentified corpse wore size 11 sneakers and a digital Timex sold at K-Mart during the late 1970s. 

			The Mob still ran the Strip back then. At least eighteen crime families skimmed from virtually every carpet joint in town. It was an era when Nevada led the nation in suicides and personal bankruptcy. Perhaps Hemenway Harbor’s John Doe took out a loan he had no hope or intention of repaying. Perhaps he overdosed on a winning streak that came up short. Perhaps he fell behind on his shylock payments. Perhaps he simply slept with the wrong moll at the wrong time.

			Whatever the reason for his end, the odds he’ll reclaim his name remain slim. Even with DNA, the Clark County medical examiner put the possibility of positive ID years away, if ever.

			Hemenway Harbor John Doe was the latest body to resurface during an ongoing drought that is turning the Mojave into the Sahara. Doe’s assassin never counted on climate change. With the Colorado River reduced to a dribble, Lake Mead is down to a quarter of its capacity, its lowest ebb since the opening of Hoover Dam eighty-five years ago.1 As waters recede, cops expect more bodies.

			But Stephen Alan Wynn’s will not be among them, despite his many well-documented dalliances with the Mob.

			On the opposite side of the country, along a stretch of beachfront real estate known as Billionaires’ Row, Wynn, 82, and his second wife, Andrea Hissom, 54, winter with Palm Beach peers these days. They spend springtime in their Sun Valley chalet or aboard their yacht, Aquarius,2 but no longer reside anywhere near Las Vegas. Severing his final ties with the city that created his fortune, Steve Wynn sold his 15,000-square-foot Summerlin estate3 for $17.5 million the same month that John Doe turned up in Lake Mead, just a few miles to the east.

			Mrs. Wynn hadn’t graduated from high school when the victim in the barrel died, but her husband was already an up-and-comer along the Vegas Strip. Chances are Steve may have crossed the dead man’s path, perhaps more than once. Population was a tenth of what it is in 2024. While Andrea was still in grammar school, Steve led a successful takeover of the Golden Nugget casino in Downtown’s “Glitter Gulch.” She’d not yet married the first time nor had she borne the first of Wynn’s two stepsons before Steve broke ground on the Mirage. There was a different vibe then, and a different Mrs. Wynn at Steve’s side—a trophy wife4 before the term even existed.

			Steve and Elaine were married twice: once in haste following the 1963 passing of Steve’s father, and the second time in 1991, five years after their 1986 divorce. Instead of adultery or irreconcilable differences, the Wynns split so that the government would not confiscate their burgeoning fortune in the event Steve was convicted of white-collar crime like his close friend, junk bond king Michael Milken. The Wynns lived together as husband and wife throughout their sham separation, bouncing back into wedded bliss once the legal threats passed. 

			The Wynns’ billion-dollar casino empire remained intact for another twenty years, until Elaine’s sixty-ninth birthday. That was the weekend Steve chose to wed Andrea in a public ceremony that smacked of spite following his and Elaine’s messy 2010 divorce. This time, adultery and irreconcilable differences did indeed figure into the breakup. 

			The second Mrs. Wynn merged with a very rich man in steep decline, but even she had no idea how steep. Legally blind, Steve would be branded a deviant during the #MeToo movement, his philandering shame translating into the loss of his casino licenses, his political clout, and any meaningful control of his global gambling empire. Much of the time, he shunned the spotlight.

			He rarely showed his cosmetically altered face after 2018. When he did, Andrea stood nearby to keep her husband from tripping or running into walls. 

			The media attention Wynn once welcomed posed a lingering threat once the 2016 presidential campaign triggered a tectonic shift in gender relations. Wynn’s longtime “frenemy” Donald Trump miraculously dodged the feminist juggernaut despite his “grab them by the pussy” boast and twenty-six separate accusations of sexual assault and/or harassment. 

			Steve Wynn was not so lucky. Steamrollered along with Harvey Weinstein, Bill Cosby, Matt Lauer, Charlie Rose, and a host of other Alpha lechers, Wynn learned the hard way that sexual predation once excused as mere bad boy behavior would no longer be tolerated. 

			Wynn’s impunity vaporized on January 27, 2018, when The Wall Street Journal published an exposé of decades of debauchery, dating back to the days when Hemenway Harbor’s John Doe was alive and relatively well. In the interim, Wynn’s influence had exploded along with his libido. He took what he wanted with no fear of exposure or retaliation. If any woman dared complain, he assumed repercussions would fall on her, not on him. 

			As it turned out, there were many repercussions, and most did eventually land on Wynn. They began with the loss of his carefully crafted casino empire, which extended from Las Vegas to Macau. Instead of towering above the Strip like the legacy of a benevolent dictator, the name “Steve Wynn” became the final entry in Dr. Gina Robertiello’s 395-page encyclopedia, Sexual Harassment and Misconduct. It took three pages for Dr. Robertiello to detail Wynn’s long tawdry tale of assault, coercion, and penetration.

			During the swinging seventies, Wynn could still see what he was doing. The genetic retinal disease that would literally rob him blind had not yet fully revealed itself. He swaggered under no one’s guidance while advancing through his growing empire. He could act the fool, don a Confederate uniform, bare fake vampire teeth, and address employees as his “niggers”—all without consequence. Indulging in mocking and mimicry, he slapped asses, stole kisses, and more. If he fancied a waitress or blackjack dealer, he summoned a minion to get her telephone number or simply usher her into a back room. If he needed a massage, he ordered one on the spot, tipping lavishly at happy endings. He summoned sycophants and sated whatever appetite that crossed his limbic brain, growing rich and omniscient and ever more careless in the process.

			Though he would be the first to publicly disparage any comparison to Michael Corleone, Wynn sulked and preened like a Mafia Don. There’s no arguing his grasp of the zeitgeist. Even his harshest critics praised his shrewd business acumen. Like a clever carny channeling Caligula, Wynn knew what the masses wanted, and he delivered. The same lust that hastened his demise had transformed the Las Vegas Strip from Old West amusement park to a pulsating neon chancre so vast that it can now be identified from outer space. 

			And while there is no evidence his clout extended to executing his foes, Wynn’s influence grew unchecked for decades in Nevada. Cross him and his process servers would hunt you down. Wynn kept the most influential law firms in the state on retainer, the cost mere pocket change to a man who knew that the price of litigation could ruin almost any who displeased him. Woe unto her who looked upon the unsheathed emperor and dared call him naked. 

			While demanding adoration, the thin-skinned Wynn held grudges. Long after Hemenway Harbor John Doe reclaims his name—should that day ever come to pass—Wynn’s name will still overarch the Strip in gold dust and neon. Wynn became synonymous with win. 

			Until it didn’t.

			So goes any game of chance. So goes the life and times of Steve Wynn.

			

			

			
				
						1  Currently hovering at 1,062 feet above sea level, the lake’s lowest previous record was in 1946 when it dropped to 1,146 feet.


						2  Aquarius is Wynn’s birth sign. Custom made in the Netherlands in 2016, the 302-foot cruiser has a glass-bottom swimming pool, helipad, and is currently valued at $200 million. Described as a floating art gallery, Roy Lichtenstein’s “In the Car” hung behind a wet bar in one of its lounges. Its thirty-one-member crew included a massage therapist who accused Wynn of sexual misconduct in 2018. It charters for $1.5 million per week, plus expenses.


						3  Purchased in 2018 for $13 million, the six-bedroom, eleven-bathroom mansion was built on a water-guzzling golf course and featured a private movie room, climate-controlled wine cellar, and crystal staircase.


						4 The New York Times grammarian Bill Safire credited Fortune magazine with coining the term in a 1989 cover story.


				

			

		

	
		
			ACT I

			Luck, let a gentleman see
Just how nice a dame you can be
I know the way you’ve treated other guys you’ve been with
Luck be a lady with me.

			—Frank Loesser

			

		

	
		
			1

			Grudge City

			At the dawn of the twentieth century, Las Vegas was a dirt brown abscess on the ass end of America. Its Spanish name translated as “The Meadows,” but that was a lie. Furnace sciroccos forever strafed Las Vegas. The only relief from the relentless Mojave sun was the chill dead of the desert night—not even a fool’s idea of a meadow.

			Nevada’s pioneers preferred the less desolate northern reaches of the nation’s thirty-sixth state. During the 1800s, towns like Reno, Tahoe, and Virginia City eked out a dusty existence approximating actual civilization. Thanks to the Comstock Lode, Virginia City sported an opera house, and shortly after Mark Twain rambled through in 1862, it acquired flush toilets, gas lights, three newspapers, and a hundred-room hotel with an elevator. But once the silver played out, it lapsed back into a half-haunted ghost town—a bleak story of boom and bust repeated endlessly across the American West. 

			But 350 miles to the south, the future Lost Wages remained little more than a wide spot on the road between Utah’s Mount Misery and California’s Death Valley well into the twentieth century. A spongy aquifer bubbled up just enough water to feed an on-again, off-again oasis attracting mostly male wayfarers, many on the lam from jilted lovers, debt collectors, bounty hunters, or the long arm of the law. Reprobates and refugees had just enough time to rehydrate before hightailing it down the trail ahead of one posse or another.

			French cartographers who were among the earliest to map the West predicted in the early 1800s that Las Vegas would never amount to much more than a watering hole. Indeed, the 1900 census counted a grand total of thirty shacks posing as homesteads. Not until 1905, when the railroad first rolled through, did the wallow on the road to California officially became the “city” of Las Vegas. Nearly a century later its Union Station eventually became a casino, presaging the deluge to come, but who among those early gamblers could possibly envision their crappy burg evolving into the world’s most popular tourist destination?

			At the end of the First World War only 3,000 of Nevada’s 77,000 residents lived in The Meadows. These were hardy souls, a good many of them Mormon émigrés sent from the alkaline shores of the Great Salt Lake to spread the faith. Bringing with them their peculiar brand of polygamy, tenacity, temperance, and white privilege, the followers of Joseph Smith and Brigham Young helped ban games of chance from the state in 1910. Nevada didn’t reverse that ill-conceived idea until 1931, when the driest state in the Union not only developed a post-Prohibition taste for booze but also relegitimized all manner of gambling. The floodgates opened to card sharps, crap shooters, numbers runners, and fast-buck faro5 dealers. 

			During the building of Boulder Dam, thousands settled in Vegas, transforming the south Nevada backwater into a bona fide boomtown. The mammoth Depression era-construction project not only created Lake Mead, America’s largest man-made reservoir, it also brought men, money, and the first bit of urban pretense to Vegas. Dubbed by one founding father as “a sunny place for shady characters,” the wide spot once scorned by French mapmakers also began attracting hustlers and dreamers in equal number. Lake Mead supplied both cheap and abundant water and electricity as Uncle Sam’s public works project subsidized Vegas’s burgeoning population of roustabouts and nomads eager to bet their paychecks on the lottery…any lottery. 

			The first wave of shady characters quickly followed, happy to oblige.

			Tony “The Hat” Cornero led the charge. Also known as the Admiral, the Hat was a Southern California bootlegger whose real name was Anthony Cornero (né Stralla). With brothers Frankie and Lou, the Hat opened The Meadows night club in 1931. On 30 barren acres just beyond the Vegas city limits, The Meadows became one of the first carpet joints licensed for business under Nevada’s new open gambling statutes. The Cornero brothers’ casino thrived until Lucky Luciano got wind of it. 

			The oft told tale of Lucky, Lansky, and Bugs is in many ways the origin story of America’s Costa Nostra, and in particular the Vegas Mob. Throughout the nineteenth century, crime evolved side-by-side with politics and commerce in the US but was neither organized nor subtle enough to overwhelm the nation’s bedrock puritanism. Still, muckrakers like Lincoln Steffens saw past Christian hypocrisy to the true nature of our national character: “The spirit of graft and lawlessness is the American spirit,” he cheerfully concluded in 1904, and for America’s first 150 years, the religious coexisted with the rowdy. 

			The Volstead Act changed all that. When Washington, DC, declared alcohol verboten for the entirety of the roaring twenties, organized crime rose up to slake the thirst of a vice-deprived nation. Toss a little pimping, prostitution, and poker into the mix, and accomplished thugs like Charles “Lucky” Luciano, Meyer “Little Man” Lansky, and Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel were there to seize the moment.

			Legend has it the three immigrant gangsters met as youngsters on New York’s Lower East Side. At the dawn of Prohibition, they hired themselves out to Manhattan’s highest bidding bootleggers to protect their precious elixir from hijackers and to collect payment from reluctant creditors. The Bugs & Meyer Gang developed a reputation as the East Coast’s most ruthless enforcers, strewing bodies from Boston to Baltimore. 

			With Volstead’s repeal in 1933, the criminal trio regrouped. Like a Fortune 500 company facing new economic circumstance, the Bugs & Meyer Gang re-tailored their goods and services. With rum running no longer illegal, they focused their criminal expertise on blackmail, prostitution, and gambling. The business plan now called for murder and extortion in furtherance of profits. Their individual roles within their growing organization settled into those of any legitimate American corporation. As the money man, Lansky effectively became chief financial officer. The leg-breaking assassin Siegel served as chief operating officer. And Lucky became the overall administrator who coordinated the entire hell-bound enterprise: Charles Luciano, CEO of US Steal.

			Hence Lucky’s move on the Cornero brothers. The owners wanted to expand. Modern MBAs might speak metaphorically of poison pills and hostile takeovers, but Luciano understood such terms literally. He reasoned that Tony the Hat owed protection against unforeseen hazards such as the Bugs & Meyer Gang. When the Hat scoffed, The Meadows mysteriously burned to the ground. 

			Cornero returned to LA. He bought a pair of offshore gambling vessels (hence his switch from Hat to Admiral) and didn’t return to Nevada for twenty years. Homegrown entrepreneurs, disgraced Californians, and cowboy crooks like Benny Binion infested Glitter Gulch. With no fellow Italians or Jews to harass among the remaining casino owners, the Lucky-Lansky-Seigel triad essentially vanished from Vegas until the end of World War II.

			During the ensuing years, homegrown joints like El Rancho Vegas, El Cortez,6 and the Last Frontier7 flourished allegedly free from organized crime. Clark County Sheriff ’s deputies routinely ran mobsters who “grew too big for their britches” out of town. Yokels and patsies lost as usual, an unlucky few of them winding up worm meat. With the grand opening of the fabulous Flamingo in 1946, the Mob-free era ended. The new epoch arrived courtesy, once more, of the Bugs & Meyer Gang. 

			This time, Siegel himself invaded Vegas, Luciano having run out of luck. 

			Following a long investigation by Manhattan District Attorney Thomas Dewey,8 Luciano was convicted of pimping his way through the Great Depression, but on Lansky’s advice, he’d helped the US government in its war effort.9 As a reward, the Department of Justice deported Luciano to his native Italy instead of sending him to prison for the rest of his life. Of course, Lucky remained in exile only as long as it suited him. Whenever there was business to be conducted, he found his way back, but as a criminal undesirable he was in no position to advertise his presence. Alas, he never made it to Vegas. He left that to Bugs and Lansky. 

			Impeccably tailored, Benjamin Siegel arrived in the desert with a rosebud in his lapel, a load of Lansky capital in his pocket, and glam moll Virginia Hill10 at his side. The couple stood out like Nick and Nora Charles at the O.K. Corral. Bugsy meant to cut a neon swath through an unincorporated wasteland southwest of downtown Vegas, an unincorporated area dubiously called Paradise. 

			Billy Wilkerson, publisher of The Hollywood Reporter was the true visionary. Wilkerson began building the Flamingo during the war, but Siegel & Co. convinced him that stepping aside was the safe bet, much as they had done years earlier with the Cornero brothers. Wilkerson saw the wisdom in self-exiling to post-war Paris. By the time he felt it was safe to return to America, Siegel was firmly in charge.

			The flat, bleak Nevada sandscape that seemed to go on ad nauseum might have discouraged a lesser hood, but Siegel had tapped into Wilkerson’s vision. He wouldn’t live to see it, but Benjamin Siegel would go down in Vegas history as founding father of what was to be known as the Strip:11 the final mile of state Highway 91 coming into Vegas from LA. 

			Bugsy seemed the perfect no-nonsense executive to get the fabulous Flamingo Hotel up and running. Icy as a cobra, Bugsy earned his nickname through years of mindless rage, imaginative torture, and wholesale slaughter. Motives worked fine for most killers, but Siegel didn’t need them. He’d gun down anyone who annoyed him. 

			Sadly, he and Virginia liked spending the Lansky-Luciano loot more than they did investing it. When Bugsy returned for more cash once too often, he paid the vig in blood. 

			On the evening of June 20, 1947, Siegel relaxed in the living room of Virginia’s Beverly Hills home when nine slugs from a military carbine tore through his face and torso. One eyeball bounced from its socket, landing like a tiny, veined cue ball half a meter from Bugsy’s bullet riddled corpse. The killer was never identified, and the murder remains unsolved more than seven decades later, but prevailing wisdom points to a simple business decision. The one overriding difference between legitimate corporations and the Mobbed-up variety is that failed executives are just as likely to resign via body bag as golden parachute. His lifelong amigos Lansky and Luciano were reportedly saddened at signing his death warrant, but then as now, business is business.12

			The day after Bugsy’s dramatic exit, Mob emissaries Moe Sedway, Gus Greenbaum, and Davy Berman quietly slipped into the Flamingo and picked up the reins. Under the new management, the hotel turned a $4 million profit the first year of operation. Adjusted for inflation, that’s more than $53 million in twenty-first-century dollars—an incredible sum for a single casino in the middle of nowhere. At Lansky’s grudging concession, a new investor from Chicago named Tony “Big Tuna” Accardo muscled in at the Flamingo and began participating in a lucrative time-honored ritual called “the skim.” Participating hoods took untaxed cuts from casino counting rooms before official profits were recorded and taxed accordingly.

			“I mean, they’d take $15,000 every day and send it back East,” recalled one casino pioneer who was forced to pay his silent partners. “Every day! That doesn’t sound like too much nowadays, but back then you could buy a great home for $30,000.”

			The Meadows’ marriage to the Mob was thus consummated. For decades to come, Vegas casinos put out for every swinging wise guy who ambled into town. And contrary to the advertised municipal catch phrase used decades later to lure the lusty and luckless to Las Vegas, what happened on the Strip back then did not stay there. Indeed, it was divvied up, fought over, and distributed to crooks, con men, and killers all over the globe.

			—

			The race to build the biggest, newest, flashiest hotel along the Strip began in earnest with Big Pink. For three years, Bugsy Siegel’s 105-room Flamingo outshone rivals El Rancho Vegas, the Last Frontier, and all the downtown grind joints on Fremont Street. 

			But by 1950, just one block up from the hotel that Bugsy built, the new Desert Inn opened with both a golf course and three hundred rooms dubiously advertised as “deluxe.” So began the Strip’s one-upmanship glitz game, the rules of which persists to the present: lure marks into cheap quarters and keep them there while they shtup, drink, and gamble.

			The Desert Inn front man was a former Reno craps dealer named Wilbur Clark, but the real owners were Cleveland’s Moe Dalitz13 and a host of fellow hoods like Luciano heir Frank Costello14 and Chicago Outfit consigliere Sidney Korshak.15 None made much secret of their controlling interest. 

			Through uber Hollywood talent agent Lew Wasserman,16 Korshak assured a steady stream of headliners for the new casino’s showroom—a showbiz edge that would become increasingly important amid the cutthroat Strip competition during the decades to come. 

			Gambling alone didn’t draw the kind of big spenders the Mob demanded. Vegas needed entertainment—the kind that would go over like lead balloons in suburban supper clubs or even the more stylish night spots of big cities like San Francisco, Chicago, or New York. In Vegas, comics could work bluer than Lenny Bruce at premium pay and never risk arrest. Big bands and brand name singers could earn more in a week than they did in a month on Sunset Boulevard or Broadway.

			

			Frank Sinatra began his long, cozy relationship with the Vegas Mob on September 13, 1951, opening in the same Desert Inn lounge that would feature ventriloquist Edgar Bergen, comedians Abbott and Costello, and an endless stream of Hollywood stars represented by Wasserman’s Mobbed up Music Corporation of America (MCA).

			In 1952, the Sahara and the Sands entered the casino derby, opening within weeks of each other. Each hotel added more than 200 new rooms to accommodate a growing flow of marks rolling in daily from Los Angeles. The new casinos also upped the ante on celebrity salaries. When the Sahara paid $22,500 a week to Ray Bolger, the tap-dancing scarecrow of The Wizard of Oz, the Sands imported Marlene Dietrich to warble at $30,000 a week.

			The “D.I.”, as the Desert Inn came to be known, retaliated by positioning itself as the finest all-inclusive resort in Vegas. Only the most cosmopolitan VIPs came to relax in its opulence, whether magisterial (Winston Churchill, the Duke and Duchess of Windsor, Harry Truman, John F. Kennedy, etc.) or murderous (Sam “Momo” Giancana, Murray “the Hump” Humphreys, Gentleman Johnny Roselli, Paul “The Waiter” Ricca, et al.).

			By 1954, over eight million tourists visited the Strip annually, pumping some $200 million17 into Vegas, most of which skimmed its way out of Clark County and into Mob coffers from coast to coast, all within days—sometimes, hours—of being flushed down the slots. 

			“Never underestimate how many degenerates piss away not so much their own lunch money as their kids’ lunch money to boot,” observed a Vegas veteran who watched the Strip evolve over six decades from a minor infection into a pulsating fluorescent tumor.

			By 1955, the Riviera and Dunes had joined the game. A third new resort, the Royal Nevada, opened within a month of the others, but struggled and fumbled and failed—an object lesson in how not to find the right mix of great expectation, loose slots, and lost paychecks. 

			The first carpet joint wholly owned and operated by the Chicago Outfit, the Riviera18 thrived where the Royal did not. Tony Accardo lured Gus Greenbaum from the Flamingo to run the Outfit’s new high-rise gambling emporium until Greenbaum’s own degenerate habits finally caught up with him.19 

			At nine stories, the three-hundred-room Riviera towered over the Strip. Sidney Korshak saw to it that the finest talent money could buy got bought. Wasserman’s MCA even dispatched Joan Crawford as official hostess during the four-day grand opening. Salary: $10,000. Liberace headlined on the marquee at $50,000 a week. Throw in a nuclear device—detonated courtesy of the Atomic Energy Commission at the nearby Nevada Proving Ground—and the Riviera literally delivered the biggest bang for its guests’ bucks. 

			The Dunes fought back with Minsky’s Follies, the Strip’s first topless revue. Busty showgirls weren’t nearly as expensive to hire as Liberace but attracted just as many gamblers. At the same pivotal moment in America’s adolescence when Hugh Hefner innovated airbrushed three-page fantasy foldouts at the local newsstand, one-time burlesque maestro Harold Minsky exploited D-cups and nipples on the main stage.

			But even breasts were no match for the law of supply and demand. In the final years of the Eisenhower administration, Vegas had built more rooms than it could fill. The pace of casino construction slowed from feverish to phlegmatic. Then Vegas got a rich new infusion of capital courtesy of Jimmy Hoffa’s International Brotherhood of Teamsters.

			Unbeknownst to its rank and file, the nation’s largest union began secretly underwriting Strip casinos. Dubbed “the Mob’s bank,” the Teamsters’ Central States, Southeast, and Southwest Areas Pension Fund doled out nearly a quarter of a billion to suspect entrepreneurs over the next twenty years. The union would eventually profit from its high-risk investment, but not without many beaks taking a taste as cash flowed from pension fund headquarters in Chicago to contractors along the Strip. The Tropicana, Aladdin, Landmark, Fremont, Stardust, Dunes, and Caesars Palace20 were among the growing roster of hotels underwritten by the Teamsters.

			Alas, pension fund influence exacted its price. Hoffa famously vanished in 197521 after serving prison time for pension fund fraud and bribery while his handpicked fund manager, ex-Phys Ed instructor Allen Dorfman was gunned down in broad daylight the following decade.22 Hoffa’s disappearance and Dorfman’s murder went unsolved, but long after their eulogies, the Strip resorts they fostered continued to generate huge profits both on and off the books. 

			Vegas construction could not maintain its breakneck pace solely on Teamster loans. Maverick insurers like Dorfman’s Union Casualty and Life Insurance Company and the Moody Foundation’s American National Insurance Company got in on the action early. While priggish Wall Street remained deaf, dumb, and blind to gambling’s potential, local bankers were neither so queasy nor so imperious.  

			“I found that my biggest source [of underwriters] came from the large number of small insurance companies in the Baptist belt,” recalled pioneer Vegas financier Edward Parry Thomas. “There were over 110 insurance companies headquartered in Dallas alone.”

			Traditional exchequers and East Coast investors might shun casinos as both amoral and high risk, but Parry’s tiny Bank of Las Vegas stood out as the exception. Thomas immigrated from Utah in 1954 to take over the struggling bank when it had less than $1 million in deposits and a loan limit of $75,000. Somehow, Parry put together multimillion dollar deals by partnering with anyone who had tons of cash, including the Teamsters. In addition to small-town insurance companies like Moody’s, he attracted deposits from cash-rich gangsters. 

			“I found out early on that the one thing these people craved more than anything else was respect,” declared Thomas. “And if you would show them respect, you could do business with them, and you would never lose any money.”

			It was a remarkable statement for Parry, a Mormon whose religion forbade drinking coffee, tea, or liquor, let alone smoking cigarettes. It even warned married couples against oral sex. Like the visionary Salt Lake prophets from whom he’d descended, Parry Thomas foresaw gross, net, and capital gains in staking casinos in the desert, and became a Vegas powerbroker in the bargain. 

			He was a student of the Mob, parsing its history while learning its pecking order so that he could carefully piece together deals without violating confidences or treading on toes. Practicing a sort of fiduciary omerta, he even claimed to know who plugged Bugsy but never named the shooter.23 In matters of the wallet, Thomas had nothing but respect for crooks who paid their bills.   

			“If they said they were going to pay back a loan on a certain day, they would pay you on that very day,” said Thomas. “They might go down the street and rob a bank to get the money, but they’d pay you.”

			Even as an elder in the Church of Latter-Day Saints, Parry saw no ethical contradiction in lending capital to killers, promoting porn, or enabling con men—so long as they were prompt with their installments. Late in life, long after he’d retired, Parry pointed with pride at the once vacant checkerboard that is the Vegas Strip and announced with his version of a clear conscience that the end had indeed justified the means. His church forbade card playing, but loaning money to those who did was perfectly all right. Besides, decades earlier, Nevada had legalized gambling. Who was E. Parry Thomas to argue with the state?

			“Pulling the gaming industry out of the post-bootleg, corrupt-politician, Italian-organized-crime era into a legitimate industry was an operation requiring major delicacy and only for people who possessed tremendous balance,” observed a longtime Thomas protégé, adding, “And Parry had that balance.” 

			The protégé became a member of Thomas’s extended LDS family, though never a Mormon himself. He was a cheeky Jewish kid from Utica who learned early how to spin facts into fiction and fiction into concrete—a New York necromancer who saw the future and made it twirl like a roulette wheel. For the better part of a generation, Stephen Alan Wynn ruled Las Vegas, and he credited Parry Thomas, second only to his father, as benefactor, guide, and role model.

			

			

			
				
						5  The most popular card game during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, faro was Anglicized from the French for “Pharoah” and came to America via New Orleans. 


						6  Built in 1941, the three-story Downtown hotel/casino briefly belonged to Siegel & Co. in 1946 but reverted to its original owners the following year when Bugsy set his sights on the Strip.


						7  Vegas pioneers Frank and Angelina Detra illegally opened the casino in 1930 as the Pair-O-Dice. It became one of the state’s first licensed gambling halls a year later and in 1936 was briefly renamed the Ambassador Night Club. In 1939, the Detras sold it as Club 91 to the disgraced ex-commander of the LAPD’s vice squad, Guy McAfee and his prostitute wife. The couple fled LA after reform Mayor Fletcher Bowron ran them out of town following his election in 1938. The McAfees who’d operated nightclubs, gambling, and brothels in Southern California simply switched their activities to southern Nevada, renaming their casino the Last Frontier in 1942. 


						8  Largely on the strength of his crime-busting reputation, Dewey became the Republican nominee for president in 1948 but lost to the Democratic incumbent Harry Truman.


						9  The Pentagon called on Luciano and Lansky to quell Nazi influence on the docks of New York, using their influence with waterfront unions to prevent sabotage. For their efforts, Lucky got clemency for his several felony convictions and Lansky was given the Presidential Medal of Freedom.


						10  One of the Mob’s first couriers, Hill graduated from Capone-era prostitute to Bugsy’s babe until his untimely passing. A statuesque redhead with long legs, she allegedly inspired Siegel to name his hotel the Flamingo. Hill just happened to be halfway around the world in Paris for no apparent reason when Bugsy died in her living room. Hill subsequently married Sun Valley ski instructor Hans Hauser. She gave him a son, then moved to Salzburg, Austria, where she died of a drug overdose in 1966. She was 49. 


						11  Guy McAfee, the corrupt LAPD vice squad boss, was credited with naming the Vegas Strip after LA’s Sunset Strip. Before decamping to Vegas, he co-owned the Sunset Strip’s Clover Club with members of the Detroit mob.


						
12  It is worth noting that eight months after Bugsy’s sudden exit, two men knocked on Tony Cornero’s door in Beverly Hills and shot him four times in the gut. The Admiral survived, moved back to Vegas, and built the Stardust two blocks north of the Flamingo. Tony the Hat, like Siegel, fell behind on some $4 million in loans he’d secured from Lansky and Cleveland gangster Moe Dalitz. The Hat collapsed on July 31, 1955, while shooting craps at the Desert Inn. He was down $10,000 and died with less than $800 in his pockets. The coroner blamed a heart attack, but friends maintained that Cornero’s 7&7 cocktail contained more poison than liquor. There was no autopsy. 

  The Desert Inn sent its house organist to the funeral so that Cornero could be buried to a requiem of “The Wabash Cannon Ball,” his favorite melody. Meanwhile, Dalitz installed Jake “the Barber” Factor as the Stardust’s front man, and another Strip casino became a Mob gold mine.



						13  Founder of Cleveland’s murderous Mayfield Road gang, Dalitz moved to Vegas following WWII to reinvent himself, largely succeeding to the degree that his many charitable pursuits led to his receiving the Key to the City. Some old-timers maintained Dalitz’s compassion compelled him to warn Virginia Hill about Bugsy’s impending doom after she reportedly gave Moe the best blowjob he’d ever had. She left for Paris the next day.


						14  On May 2, 1957, Vincent “the Chin” Gigante shot Costello outside his New York apartment. In Costello’s pockets, police found a marker from the newly opened Tropicana for $651,284. Costello survived. He recalled a twenty-four-day winning streak in Vegas but couldn’t identify his would-be assassin. Ordered by Mob boss Vito Genovese, the Costello hit turned out to be just a superficial head wound, but it was enough to convince Costello to retire. With his rise to capo, Vito changed the family name from Luciano to Genovese. As the New York Mob’s elder statesman, Costello lived to be 82, dying of a coronary on Feb. 18, 1973.


						15  The Chicago Outfit’s future mouthpiece worked his way through law school as Al Capone’s driver but never saw the inside of a courtroom throughout his long career as Fixer-In-Chief for the Mob.


						16  Dalitz gave Lew his start managing the Mayfair Casino in Cleveland in 1936. Ten years later, Wasserman was president of MCA—the largest, most powerful talent agency on earth. By 1960, he’d become the CEO of Universal Studios and known as “the Pope of Hollywood.”


						17  About $2.2 billion in 2024 dollars.


						18  Among the Riviera’s founding hoods was Chicago bookmaker Ross Miller. His son Bob became Nevada governor from 1989 to 1999. Grandson/namesake Ross Miller was elected secretary of state from 2007 to 2015. Bob Miller’s 2013 memoir is titled Son of a Gambling Man.


						19  Like Bugsy, Greenbaum developed a taste for the Vegas good life along with a notorious coke and heroin habit. He began skimming the skim at the Flamingo and, later, the Riviera. On December 3, 1958, the Greenbaums’ house maid found Gus and wife Bessie in their Scottsdale home, throats sliced through to the vertebrae. Of the original Strip pioneers, Sedway and Berman were the only ones who died of natural causes.


						20  Originally called Desert Cabana, then Desert Palace, Caesars was the brainchild of Jay Sarno, a corpulent Vegas legend who delighted in posing in full toga while openly endorsing modern-day depravity.


						21  Easily the most famous disappearing act in modern times, Hoffa was kidnapped on July 30, 1975, then apparently murdered near Detroit. He had mounted a comeback campaign to resume union leadership which his successor, Teamster President Frank Fitzsimmons, was reluctant to surrender. While occasionally reported to be alive and well in supermarket tabloids, Hoffa is generally believed to have found his final resting place somewhere in New Jersey.


						22  Seven and a half years after Hoffa vanished, a gunman interrupted Dorfman’s lunch plans outside a Chicago area Hyatt hotel on Jan. 20, 1983, plugging him seven times in the head with a .22. His lunch companion Irwin Weiner could not identify his assailants, but assured police that it had to be random because there was no such thing as organized crime. Weiner died quietly at home of natural causes in 1996. He lived to be 80.  


						23  Siegel was either shot by Virginia Hill’s brother for constantly beating her or by Herb Fried (a.k.a. Harold “Happy” Meltzer), a member of LA Mob boss Mickey Cohen’s crew, according to a career federal prosecutor. “I was assigned to check in on the guy and we became friends. I asked him flat out if he killed Ben. He never would answer me. He lived to be 99.”  
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			Son of the Bingo King

			“One night, I wandered out on the Strip, looking for my father,” recalled Steve Wynn. 

			The future casino king was just ten years old in 1952, when he gazed out for the first time at the Flamingo, Desert Inn, Sands, and Sahara shimmering like neon popsicles against a midnight blue horizon. Save for a handful of gaudy hotels, the Strip he fondly remembered during an interview thirty years later was mostly barren desert and not much older than Wynn himself. 

			“I remember thinking, ‘What a place to live. What an incredible, colorful, totally bizarre environment this is! The fellows who control this must be having a ball.’”

			A precocious lad from upstate New York, Wynn got his first taste of Nevada as junior member of a father/son business venture: a Wynn bingo concession on the second floor of the Silver Slipper Saloon. 

			Michael Wynn24 was equal parts dreamer and gambler. Steve worshipped both. The elder Wynn was more pal than dad when he was present, though he wasn’t around much, especially when he was on a streak. The night Steve discovered his destiny, his father was off losing his bankroll in some forbidden dive where ten-year-old children weren’t allowed.25 Steve’s mother and infant brother were back home in New York. Wynn was on his own.

			But any terror he felt got lost in the desert. To hear him tell the tale, his father did him a solid by abandoning him to the Las Vegas night.

			As with most of his old man’s get-rich schemes, a bingo parlor on the Strip erupted from Michael Wynn’s febrile imagination. Like a Hail Mary pass before it faded to a fumble, his father’s dream died in competition with a grubby Fremont Street dive called the Golden Nugget. 

			Opened in 1946, a year ahead of the Flamingo, the Nugget catered to a different clientele than the weekend chumps who drove in from LA or the East Coast pigeons who flew from the frozen northeast for a sun-soaked winter getaway. Glitter Gulch didn’t attract vacationers so much as grifters, hookers, degenerates like Michael, and luckless young hustlers trying on grown-up vice for the very first time, like his boy Steve.   

			“It was the kind of place where a young guy could learn about stuff,” deadpanned Wynn.

			Unfortunately for his father, the Golden Nugget introduced its own version of Vegas bingo at the same time as the Silver Slipper. Both competed to fill a vacuum left by the shuttering of Club Bingo, a unique Strip casino dedicated to the game. A four-story bingo card constantly flashed winning numbers from the Club Bingo marquee, but the gimmick yielded diminishing returns against the rise of newer, grander, snazzier casinos that featured games less associated with church basements and blue-haired grannies. On October 7, 1952, the Sahara next door bought floundering Club Bingo and converted it to a coffee shop, opening the way for Wynn Bingo at the Silver Slipper.

			Steve’s father believed in bingo. A mainstay of American Legion halls up and down the Eastern Seaboard, bingo was how Michael Wynn earned his living, but he was no match for a well-connected joint like the Nugget.26 When he applied for a license, state examiners found him unacceptable without ever saying why. Crooks far more deplorable than Wynn got licensed. Perhaps it was because of who he owed and where he’d come from.

			“I don’t think you can underestimate the role that Utica27 plays in the history of Steve Wynn or Las Vegas,” said a present-day heir of brothers Sal and Joe Falcone, who ran the rackets in upstate New York for half a century.

			

			In 1952, Nevada was as exotic to the citizens of Utica (pop. 100,000) as Nairobi or Hong Kong. Most who gambled didn’t venture out West at all. They flew to Havana, where the dictator Fulgencio Batista welcomed the likes of Lansky, Luciano, and the tons of untraceable cash they brought to Cuba. Only fools like Michael Wynn wasted time on Las Vegas.

			After Steve’s father admitted defeat, he retreated to home base. The competition was not nearly so cutthroat in Utica. His past brushes with the law didn’t seem to bother the Falcone brothers. As long as he paid tribute, he could operate his bingo games as “family entertainment” and raise his two boys under circumstances that passed for normal.

			Still, Vegas continued to haunt Steve. Over time the recollection of that first visit advanced from oft-told tale to embroidered obsession. Fueled by Michael’s failed dream, Steve vowed to achieve what his father never could.

			Born Stephen Alan Weinberg on January 27, 1942, Steve Wynn dropped the Semitic “berg” and anglicized the spelling for much the same reason that his father did: to dodge the inevitable Jew baiting that plagued the sons of Eastern European immigrants in mid-century America. Avoiding gentile racism was especially key for those who sought the spotlight in politics, as an entertainer,28 or in a high profile profession like gambling.

			Not that Steve Wynn set out to be a gambler. Had the father that he worshipped succeeded, he might have taken a different route, though the endgame would likely have been the same: to gather enough power, money, and prestige to humiliate all enemies while satisfying any caprice, all without consequence.

			“You know where temper comes from?” he once told a Time magazine reporter.29 “Being able to get away with it. I’m a self-made brat. I’m like everybody else. I want to get away with it if I can. I’ve been indulged.”

			Zelma Wynn had trouble giving birth. She miscarried at least once before Steve, and the infant she bore after him survived only eight hours. There were longstanding rumors that the Wynns could not have children and that Steve might have been adopted. Indeed, he was born 250 miles away from Utica in New Haven, Connecticut, where adoption was common during World War II.30

			

			Zelma protected her surviving son like an endangered species, granting his every whim. From the cradle, both parents groomed Steve to gain both the respect and wealth that eluded them. He was supposed to have become a doctor or a lawyer or perhaps a commissioned military officer. Except for odd glitches like the Vegas bingo sojourn, Wynn grew up sheltered from the sins of his father. Or at least that’s what his parents liked to believe.

			On its face, Utica was a textile manufacturing hub that appeared to spring straight out of the imagination of Norman Rockwell: Our Town with Andy Hardy pretense and bedrock American values.31 Just beneath, however, vice was always for sale: hookers, alcohol, and of course, gambling. Steve’s father could place a bet anytime, anywhere, without breaking a sweat. Dry cleaners, bakeries, and of course, liquor stores all got in on the action. Sotto capo Joe Falcone himself oversaw the family business from the back room of Falcone’s Famous Liquor (“When it comes from Falcone’s, you know it’s good.”). 

			Steve had a front row seat to sin. The lad was in kindergarten the first time Michael Wynn got arrested.

			On November 18, 1947, the Oneida County District Attorney ordered a police raid at the local Post of the Italian American War Veterans. According to the police blotter, vice cops busted one Michael M. Wynn for running illegal bingo games. A week later, Wynn pled not guilty to three counts of being a common gambler. He was released on $1,000 bail. 

			News accounts said he also operated games in Syracuse, and New Britain, Connecticut, where Michael Wynn maintained that bingo was legal. Three months later, an Oneida County jury deliberated an hour and twenty-two minutes before agreeing. 

			He was acquitted, but the DA remained unpersuaded. The kind of bingo Michael Wynn practiced was no parlor game, but rather a thinly disguised lottery designed to fleece players while enriching Wynn. A dozen years later, the DA’s conclusion seemed justified when Michael Wynn’s own accountant testified against him before a state commission investigating bingo abuses.

			New York legalized bingo in 1957, but not Mike Wynn’s version. He’d hired Mrs. Helen Palaimo to juggle his bingo books during the Silver Slipper sojourn, then brought her back with him to Utica. Mrs. Palaimo told state investigators he paid her $15 a week—but not just to count the money, she also managed the skim. Instead of delivering profits to charity as promised, Mike ordered her to send everything above $60 a week to Zelma Wynn. By the end of the 1950s, Mrs. Wynn had moved to Miami Beach with Steve’s kid brother, Kenneth. When Michael was flush, they rented a cabana on the grounds of the Fontainebleau Hotel.32 The Wynns lived a feast-or-famine existence, prompting many a screaming match when the coffers ran low.

			Steve remained with his father in northern New York where he attended Manlius Military School. In 1959, Michael Wynn invested in a new bingo venture in Anne Arundel County just outside of Washington, DC. Since Vegas, his gambling network had grown steadily from Utica headquarters to outposts in Maryland, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Georgia, and Connecticut. He siphoned from them all, fattening his bank account while dodging taxes, all the while gambling himself into perpetual debt, usually betting on baseball33 and usually on credit. He lived well but lost so much so often that he never stayed solvent long. 

			Normally, the Wynns’ Utica take amounted to about $400 a month, according to Mrs. Palaimo, but none of the nonprofits34 that contracted with Wynn knew he was systematically skimming or that Mrs. Palaimo regularly falsified the books for her boss.

			“I felt like a thief,” she told the gaming commission. “They [the nonprofits] didn’t know anything about it…He had promised that by the end of the year, they would have $2,500.”

			None ever did. After one particularly lucrative Knights of Pythias bingo session, Mrs. Palaimo recalled Wynn walking into the counting room and dashing off with the cash.

			“He just scooped it up and ran out,” she said, estimating that Wynn made off with between $200 and $250.

			

			The state’s investigation lasted several weeks, and dozens of witnesses were called, but Michael Wynn wasn’t among them. By June of 1961, he’d retreated semi-permanently to his Anne Arundel operation in Wayson’s Corner, Maryland, beyond the easy reach of New York state subpoenas.

			Still, the law might well have caught up with him eventually had his heart not done so first. Michael Wynn died on the operating table at the University of Minnesota Medical Center on March 29, 1963. He was 46.

			—

			Steve’s father was born with a bad ticker. His rheumatic fever eventually brought on congestive heart failure just as modern medicine began experimenting with open heart surgery. Michael weighed his odds and decided to gamble on one of the nation’s pioneering cardiovascular surgical centers, but not without hedging his bet. 

			He called his boy to bedside during his final three weeks in Minnesota, not for prayers or contrition but to make sure that his bookies got paid. Of course, death was never supposed to be an outcome. As Mike Wynn saw it, he’d beaten the odds throughout his gambler’s life and told Steve as much. His son would go on to law school35 just as planned and make his parents proud.

			“I would never, ever have been allowed to come to Las Vegas had my father been alive,” Wynn recalled a half century later. “But all of a sudden I was the head of the family bingo business in Maryland, and I could do what I wanted.”

			Nonetheless, his father’s deathbed confession turned out to be that Michael owed his bookies somewhere between $200,000 and $350,000.36 While he was still able, Michael wanted to make sure no one would be able to call him a deadbeat in the afterlife. 37 Steve astonished himself with his cool reaction, both then and far into the future.

			“I don’t know how, but I stepped outside myself,” said Wynn. “I had to call one of my father’s friends to tell him. When I did, he let out a wail. I remember listening to this wail. The pain in this wail could never be dramatized or duplicated. I didn’t cry. I was too busy being fascinated by the extraordinary effect that that kind of misery has on people.”

			At the time, Steve was just weeks away from graduation at UPenn. He dutifully recorded his father’s detailed list of debtors and vowed to pay them all. One bookie scoffed when Steve showed up after the funeral with $5,000 in hand. A gambler’s debts are supposed to die with him, veteran New York bookmaker Charlie Meyerson told Michael’s son.

			Said Steve, “Well, you’ve got to take this money because if you owed it to my father, I’d ask you to pay it.”

			“If I had ever owed your father any money, he’d have collected it from me before dinner,” deadpanned Meyerson.

			Steve was only 21 and a newlywed, and his father even had a hand in that signal event. He’d met former Miss Miami Beach Elaine Pascal on a blind date arranged by both sets of parents in the autumn of 1960. They attended a jai alai game. To impress her, he told her he was 19. “He lied,” she recalled years later. It was the first of many. 

			They were Ken and Barbie come to life. The Wynns married on June 29, 1963, three months after Mike Wynn’s death. After Steve finished his BA in English, they moved to Washington, DC, where Elaine completed her political science degree at George Washington University. Thereafter, she followed his lead wherever it took them for the next forty-five years.

			An untested college kid with nothing more to recommend him than a minority stake in a Maryland bingo hall he inherited from his old man, Steve decision to pay off Michael’s markers proved to be a shrewd move. Meyerson was not the only creditor he impressed. Like others on his father’s IOU list, Meyerson formed a lifelong alliance with Steve, offering his advice on the ins and outs of the gambling life, beginning with the bingo parlor he’d inherited.

			Wayson’s Bingo opened four years before Mike Wynn died. Housed in an old bowling alley just outside of Washington, Wayson’s also featured slot machines, until Maryland outlawed them. Bingo survived, but not the charitable variety. Bingo in Anne Arundel was big business, grandfathered past state prohibition to remain one of only three legal non-charitable locations in the entire nation.38 Maryland bingo needed no patina of respectability. At Wayson’s, the house operated purely for profit.

			

			Pressed into service following Michael’s death, Steve oversaw his family’s interests, learning casino management in the process. He began law school, but quit in short order, shifting his full attention to bingo addiction, and polishing his skills as an emcee. All the while, he studied his customers, learning the meaning of their tics and tells and tantrums. Players were bussed in from as far away as Pennsylvania and Virginia, filling Wayson’s 750-seat bingo hall every weekend. Customers ranged from the Social Security set to teens sneaking in with false IDs, all looking for that cheapest of thrills: easy money.

			“It’s a party,” Wayson’s customer Jeffrey Goldstein told The Washington Post. After shouting “Bingo!” the local drapery store owner exulted, “It’s fun! It’s exciting!”

			Wynn watched dozens of wide-eyed hopefuls lose, but more important, he observed how they won. In an early signal of the impresario he would become, Wynn made a nightly spectacle of paying out the grand prize in small denominations: fives, tens, and the occasional twenty-dollar bill. 

			“It takes a big pile of these bills to add up to $1,000,” Wynn noted. “The sight of somebody going home with a pile of bills that big is a terrific advertisement.”

			Wynn hooked the crowd further by offering a $10,000 reward to any player who could prove that a game was rigged. Winning punch cards were passed around the room so that everyone could check the numbers. No cheating at Wayson’s. Wynn’s bingo parlor housed one big jolly family, and everyone played an honest game and had some good, clean if occasionally expensive fun.

			With his smooth manner, classic pompadour, toothy grin, and commanding baritone, Wynn could have remained a Wayson’s Corner big fish forever, trussed up in tuxedo while calling out letters and numbers to an eternally appreciative crowd. At 25, he was earning $100,000 a year from bingo. But Wynn wanted more. A lot more. There was no way in hell he was going to measure out his days in Maryland like some half-baked TV game show host. 

			His timing was impeccable. After Fidel Castro shuttered Cuba’s casinos in October 1960, the Lansky consortium shifted focus from Havana to Vegas. The late Bugsy Siegel’s buccaneer spirit came into full bloom, along with Jimmy Hoffa, Moe Dalitz, and the Rat Pack. Had Michael Wynn survived, he might have had a second chance along the Strip, but it was his son who picked up the gauntlet. Steve Wynn, it turned out, had been planning his escape from Anne Arundel long before he called his first bingo game. 

			

			—

			To hear Wynn’s contemporaries tell it, the Mob’s long, graceless exit from Las Vegas began the year before Steve’s own migration out West. Like a thousand other Sin City boosters, they traced the beginning of the end of Bugsy’s Vegas to the day before Thanksgiving, 1966, when a midnight train from Boston slipped into Union Station.

			“It was in the wee hours of the morning,” recalled Robert Maheu, a beefy, balding ex-FBI agent then in the employ of Howard Robard Hughes. 

			Though they would never meet face to face, Maheu signed on as alter ego to the world’s richest basket case during the mid-1960s. As a smooth-talking consultant, he’d been mollifying Hughes off and on for nearly a decade before landing his first truly big assignment: move Hughes from the penthouse of the Boston Ritz Carlton to the ninth floor of the Desert Inn and accomplish it all in secret, without hordes of newshounds any the wiser. 

			“The word had leaked out to some media that there was a mystery train traveling across the country, so we had to do a lot of maneuvering,” Maheu remembered. 

			The top-secret operation began months earlier, when the chronically paranoid Hughes phoned Maheu with a simple command: “Put on your seatbelt. We’re moving to Nevada.”   

			North Lake Tahoe had been the secretive billionaire’s original destination. Hughes wanted to move into the Cal Neva Lodge, which straddles the California-Nevada border: slots on the east side, no gambling permitted on the west. Hughes thought to add the bizarrely schizoid Tahoe resort to his portfolio, but at the last minute, changed his disjointed mind. 

			“I want to go to Las Vegas,” he informed Maheu days before his train pulled out of Boston. “I want to buy a newspaper in Las Vegas. I want to buy the airport. I want to buy a TV station, and I want to buy all the land I can.”39

			The switch from Tahoe to Vegas might seem daft, but who was Maheu to argue with Hughes, who paid him well and even better as time passed?

			

			Once a shy, quirky tycoon with a raging libido, a passion for flying, and a Boy Scout’s belief in the American dream, Howard Hughes devolved early into senility. The strapping six-foot-four playboy with a vague resemblance to Errol Flynn had wasted away to Gandalf with bad teeth by 1966. While young Steve Wynn blossomed in Wayson’s Corner, Hughes decayed out of the public eye. 

			The ubiquitous flyboy, film producer, and notorious lady killer hadn’t been seen in the flesh for nearly a decade. Following multiple aircraft accidents, two of them nearly fatal,40 Hughes plunged into seclusion and chronically declining health. An autopsy later revealed that among other illnesses, he suffered from syphilis contracted in the 1930s. Add in some creeping obsessive compulsive disorder, hypochondria, and a driving need for instant impulse gratification fueled by an unlimited bank account, and neither rehabilitation nor common sense stood a chance.

			However, when it came to maximizing capital, Hughes wasn’t completely nuts. In the months leading up to his Vegas sojourn, he’d been forced to sell his majority stake in Trans World Airlines for $547 million—nearly $5 billion in twenty-first-century dollars. He had to reinvest fast or lose a chunk to capital gains. Hughes loathed taxes almost as much as he did government oversight. Where better to settle than Nevada where state and local taxes were all but nonexistent and politicians could be bought for a blowjob and a bucket of beer?

			For years after he’d come and gone, speculation over just why Hughes decided to buy up the Strip fueled bar bets and cocktail conversation.

			“He told me he was sick of being a small fish in a big pond,” explained Maheu. “He wanted to become the big fish in a small pond.”

			But the prospect of his wretched decomposition showing up on the front page of the morning paper was unthinkable. As his Boston train approached its destination, Hughes panicked. He ordered his entourage of Mormon sycophants to spirit him from his private railroad car five miles north of Vegas. No one was to know how he’d materialized as Moe Dalitz’s mystery guest atop the Desert Inn. 

			

			Word leaked, however. Once he’d been outed in the local press, Hughes hunkered down. His silent security detail fended off paparazzi. The stalemate lasted weeks, until an increasingly irritated Dalitz suggested eviction. As 1967 began, the Cleveland mobster wanted to clear out his top floor for high rolling suckers. Hughes had been paying rent, but not the skim. 

			Moe’s billionaire guest wanted nothing more than to sit buck naked in a lounge chair, watch old movies41 on TV, and nosh Campbell’s chicken soup or Baskin-Robbins banana nut ice cream. The standoff ended the first week of March 1967, when Hughes silenced his nagging landlord by paying $13.25 million for the Desert Inn. The deal closed on April Fool’s Day.

			“Hughes never intended to be in the hotel business, much less the gaming business,” said Maheu. “But once he got in, he wanted to be the biggest.”

			Thus began a Vegas shopping spree like no other. In June 1967, Hughes bought the 518-acre Krupp Ranch west of the city as a $1 million wedding gift for Hollywood actress Jean Peters, the bride he never saw. In July, he plunked down $14.6 million for the Sands Hotel and another $1.75 million for Alamo Airways, the only airline in the country run by women. In September, he bought the New Frontier Hotel for $14 million, paid $2.3 million for the North Las Vegas Airport, and filed papers with the Federal Communications Commission to buy KLAS Channel 8 from Las Vegas Sun publisher Hank Greenspun for $3.6 million. The following year he added the Castaways casino for $3 million and Silver Slipper42 for $5.4 million to his  inventory, then began angling to purchase Air West.43 

			Whatever he was up to was all right with Nevada’s movers and shakers. Long in the thrall of organized crime, politicians saw Hughes’ arrival as an antidote to the bad publicity generated by the bent nose set who’d ruled the Strip since Bugsy. He might be certifiable, but Hughes’ lunacy was downright wholesome by Vegas standards.

			

			“I can see the change in the national press,” remarked Governor Paul Laxalt, who was elected the same year Hughes began his shopping spree. “Mr. Hughes’ involvement here has absolutely done us wonders.”

			The crown jewel of Hughes’ casino collection was the twenty-eight-story Landmark Hotel for which he paid $17.3 million in 1968. He’d planned to buy the Stardust two months earlier, but a federal investigation stopped him. In less than two years, Hughes had gobbled up five casinos, and the Justice Department had decided that was enough. Antitrust attitudes have relaxed over time, but during the 1960s, Washington wanted no monopoly along the Strip. 

			The Landmark represented a way around antitrust. Struggling to open for close to a decade, the city’s most ambitious casino project to date had run into chronic money, licensing, and construction problems. Hughes was the Lone Ranger with a checkbook. Not only was he willing to bail the Landmark out of the red; he also put an additional $3.5 million into the finishing touches. 

			This time, the Justice Department did not object. Besides preventing an embarrassing bankruptcy, Hughes went head-to-head with another publicity shy aviator-cum-tycoon. In a race to open the newest, biggest, most voracious gambling mecca in Las Vegas, Kirk Kerkorian was about to open the International Hotel directly across the street from the Landmark. 

			Twelve years Hughes’s junior, Kerkorian made his fortune buying and selling aircraft before he began speculating in Strip real estate at the end of the Eisenhower era. Both tycoons rose to prominence through their love of flying, gambling, and a Hollywood that they both longed to dominate, but could never master beyond putting up the money. More alike than either cared to admit, Kirk and Howard warred like chess masters—polite yet exceedingly petty if any dared challenge them.

			Patterned after the knobbed needle that Seattle built for the 1964 World’s Fair, the Landmark stood out on the skyline like a priapic challenge to the taller44 but decidedly more mundane architecture of Kerkorian’s massive International Hotel. 

			In the tense days leading to the final faceoff, Hughes’ faithful lieutenant Robert Maheu observed “I would hate to see the Landmark open on the first of July and then watch the International open a few days later and make the Landmark opening look like small potatoes by comparison.”

			Since the gala opening of the Flamingo in 1946,45 Vegas’s recurring theme had been one-upmanship. Newer, bigger, better trumped tried, true, and successful every time. In the Hughes-Kerkorian faceoff, the field of battle was waged on Paradise Road, which runs parallel and two blocks east of the Strip. During construction, the dueling casinos looked like the Washington Monument versus the Great Wall of China.

			Who wins or loses such macho matches is never clear. The Landmark did indeed launch first. On July 1, 1969, Danny Thomas headlined opening night while the NBA’s Wilt Chamberlin, two NASA astronauts, three LA Rams, and a bevy of Hollywood luminaries (Cary Grant, Tony Bennett, Dean Martin, etc.) mugged for the paparazzi. Glad-handing Governor Laxalt showed, of course, but Hughes was nowhere to be seen.

			The very next evening, the spotlight shifted to Kerkorian’s gala. Barbra Streisand appeared on the International’s main stage at $250,000 a week while Peggy Lee entertained in the lounge. The very same Cary Grant who had greeted first nighters at the Landmark across the street showed at the International to personally introduce Kerkorian to his well-wishers. And Laxalt, of course, again shook hands with anyone who looked like a VIP.

			There was no best in this battle of the billionaires, but in the months ahead, Kerkorian would strike a deal with Elvis Presley to turn the International into Presley’s Vegas home. Thence forward the International became synonymous with the Second Coming of the King, securing itself the closest thing to immortality in Vegas’s fugacious version of history. It also got a new name in 1971: the Las Vegas Hilton. 

			Following the Landmark opening, the fast-fading Hughes stumbled on another year. In 1970, he fired Maheu after one too many arguments and filed for divorce from Jean Peters after no arguments at all. In their settlement, she got the Landmark; Hughes kept the other five casinos.

			But Hughes was left even more alone, utterly at the mercy of his Mormon keepers. On Thanksgiving Day, 1970, exactly four years after he’d arrived, his sitters spirited Hughes out of the Desert Inn. They fled via the fire escape, caught a plane to Bermuda, and never returned. Hughes left behind a collection of mason jars containing gallons of urine. As with his compulsion to collect casinos,46 no one was ever able to adequately answer why. 

			Simultaneously, Hughes’ Landmark gained a minor reputation for showcasing pop country acts like Bobbie Gentry and Jimmy Dean before slowly sliding into the sludge pile of spent casinos. Twice renovated over the next quarter century, the Landmark was finally condemned when too high a quotient of deadly asbestos was discovered in its concrete. Like most early Strip casinos, the Landmark opened with a bang and went out the same way. At 5:37 a.m. on November 7, 1995, Hughes’s last erection crumbled and fell.47

			—

			While Hughes ravaged the Strip, Steve Wynn divided his time between Maryland and Nevada. In Wayson’s Corner, he’d taken time away from bingo to dip his toe into real estate speculation. By the beginning of 1967, Wynn felt ready to tackle Las Vegas.

			Like Maheu, Wynn never met Howard Hughes face to face, but the billionaire’s influence was indelible. Wynn would cross paths with the tycoon’s ghost repeatedly. Each time, his own fortunes increased. Excessive wealth and how to exploit it always fascinated, but nuances of playing the brutal casino game intrigued Wynn even more. His first Hughes serendipity coincided with his first Vegas fling: a minority stake in the new Frontier.

			Following Michael Wynn’s death, his son became husband, father, shepherd of the clan, as well as announcer-in-chief at Wayson’s Corner. As a part-time law student, he was still a kid but saddled with daunting responsibility matched only by enormous ambition. 

			“I was very, very impressed,” recalled Maheu. “But when Steve talked about his plans for the future, I thought, ‘My God, this young man is tired. There’s no way in God’s creation he’ll do everything he wants to do.’”

			Before he turned 23, he’d already tried developing twenty-seven vacant acres near Baltimore International Airport. Wynn envisioned a light industrial park if he could just come up with the $1.1 million asking price. Lesser wannabes might balk, but Wynn needed only an accommodating millionaire and a moment of his precious time. Using his father’s connections, he found both in John D. MacArthur.

			The Florida real estate magnate credited with developing much of present-day Palm Beach first began his rise to the top with the $2,500 purchase of Chicago’s Bankers Life and Casualty Co. That was way back in 1935, when MacArthur was 38 and the US economy was still in shambles. When he met Steve Wynn, MacArthur was nearly 70 and had become one of America’s most respected venture capitalists.48 Persistence and chutzpah won Wynn a sit down with the tycoon at New York’s Plaza Hotel. In a brash display of confidence, Wynn pitched his industrial park with all the gusto he could muster and got a polite “no.”

			But Steve didn’t leave with a sow’s ear. Within weeks, he owned a silk purse. 

			The version Wynn gave later in rags-to-riches interviews was that MacArthur liked the lad’s style and said as much to Maury Friedman, a jaded Chicago bookmaker who’d moved to Las Vegas in the late forties to become the Detroit Mob’s front man.49 In the early fifties, Friedman was part owner of the same Silver Slipper where Mike Wynn tried to introduce bingo to the Strip. Ten years later, Friedman’s focus had shifted to a renovated carpet joint called the New Frontier. 

			In 1964, the old New Frontier came down and John D. MacArthur’s Bankers Life financed its replacement with a new five-hundred-room hotel known simply as the Frontier. It so happened that Friedman headed the partnership that wanted to lease the casino, so MacArthur’s motives in recommending Steve Wynn to Friedman weren’t entirely altruistic.

			“MacArthur was the landlord and he wanted me in the count room,” Wynn recalled.

			A portly old-school shyster, Friedman knew Steve’s father well. In addition to tipping Michael Wynn to the Silver Slipper’s bingo opportunity, he’d also heard about Steve’s stand-up reputation for paying off his dead dad’s debts.

			Nevertheless, during testimony before the New Jersey Casino Control Commission a decade later, Wynn cast himself as a starry-eyed naïf instead of a shrewd opportunist. In this version, he didn’t meet Maury Friedman until after he’d met Frank Sinatra. As Steve told the tale, he became chummy with a couple of his late father’s bookies in 1965 while he was still calling bingo numbers at Wayson’s Corner. In addition to “Uncle” Charlie Meyerson, Meyerson’s partner Herb Liebert dropped by the bingo hall on occasion. 

			“One day Herb Liebert mentioned that he was going to Palm Springs, and I said, ‘Boy, it would be nice for Elaine and me to go away. We’ve never had a vacation,’” said Wynn. 

			The Wynns wrangled an invitation. One evening over dinner during their Palm Springs sojourn, the Chairman of the Board himself stopped by Liebert’s table. 

			“I’m opening at the Sands Hotel in Las Vegas in two days,” Sinatra told them. “Why don’t you come over for the opening? You’ll be my guests.” 

			Liebert glanced at Wynn. “Would you like to go?”

			Steve brightened. “Sure!”

			And just like that, Steve and Elaine were Frank’s personal guests on the Rat Pack’s opening night engagement in December 1965.50

			“It was the days when he used to work with Dean Martin and Peter Lawford and Sammy Davis, Jr., and it was the very epitome of glamor,” said Wynn. “It’s hard to explain what seeing the Rat Pack was like. They were kings of the universe. And the secret was that not only did they have so much talent, but they were real buddies. They had a gorgeous intimacy with each other. Sammy was the court jester; Dean was Mr. Cool and Frank was the boss. At one point that night Frank leaned over to me and said, ‘How do you like the seats, kid?’ That was the night I decided I was going to stay in Las Vegas.”

			While the Wynns basked in A-list euphoria, Maury Friedman happened by with one of his Frontier partners. Herb Liebert51 introduced them: “This is Steve Wynn, and he is in the bingo business in Maryland and is a very successful businessman.”

			Friedman’s partner piped up, “Well, maybe he can be an investor.”

			Again, serendipity or calculation (or both) landed Steve in the catbird’s seat. At 23, he magically became a member of the new Frontier casino’s equity players. “That’s the way things worked in the early days of Las Vegas,” he said. “They were always looking for people to put up money and they weren’t too discriminating.” 

			However they met, Wynn and Friedman did become close quickly. In November of 1965, Maury invited Steve to Vegas to watch the world heavyweight bout between Floyd Patterson and Cassius Clay. According to Wynn, the boxing spectacle sated his thrill addiction and further cinched his decision to migrate west. On MacArthur’s recommendation, Friedman offered the lad a three percent buy-in just six months before the grand reopening of the new Frontier.

			Not only did Friedman beckon him with the laughably low price of $15,000 a point, he also was ready to accept a mere $30,000 upfront52 with the remainder to be paid in sweat equity. At the beginning of 1967, Wynn hired on as the Frontier’s casino slots manager. 

			But Friedman’s generosity didn’t end there. 

			“So, I believe it was Steve’s second day in town when Maury brought him down to the bank and introduced him to me and told me about his background as an outstanding student at the University of Pennsylvania,” recalled Parry Thomas. “That was our first meeting and the beginning of a wonderful friendship.”

			If he’d charmed John D. MacArthur and wowed Maury Friedman, Wynn absolutely dazzled Parry Thomas. 

			“Parry was just five years younger than my dad,” recalled Wynn. “In effect, he adopted me. What are the chances of coming to this growing young city of Las Vegas, a young Jewish kid from Utica, New York, in the bingo business, and being adopted by the most powerful man in town?”

			Thomas fought accusations of hypocrisy throughout his life, but nowhere in the Bible or the Book of Mormon had he ever found admonition against making deals with the Devil so long as you first served the Lord. He claimed that he didn’t roll the dice when it came to the Ten Commandments. Thomas and his first and only wife raised their four sons and daughter to lead clean, God-fearing lives, though some of his peers begged to differ.

			“He was drunk all the time,”53 recalled a casino owner who did business with Thomas. “He drank at night, chasing married women—any woman he could get his hands on. And all the politicians he supported were on the take so that he could do what he wanted with them.”

			One federal prosecutor who knew both the banker and the Mob throughout the sixties and seventies questioned his public piety more bluntly: “Parry Thomas was connected. I mean right up to his eyeballs. Guys like him were allowed to do what they did.”  

			Nonetheless, Parry boosters then and now applauded his vision and financial acumen. Vegas aspires to all the class and grace that money can buy, but always winds up exuding sleaze and chintz. He straddled ambiguity that was essential to creating the Las Vegas that the world has come to know. In the years ahead, the CEO of the Bank of Las Vegas54 consistently introduced Steve as his fifth son and happily took credit for launching Wynn’s career. From the Frontier forward, there’s little doubt that their father-son relationship did, indeed, make all the difference. Beginning with a fiduciary sleight of hand some might consider insider trading, theirs became a friendship rivaling that of Rick and Louis at the climax of Casablanca.

			Days before Howard Hughes forked over $24 million55 for the new Frontier, Friedman offered Wynn two more points, bringing his stake in the resurgent casino to five percent. Wynn was willing, of course, but his salary as slots manager wouldn’t cover another $30,000, nor was his family income from Wayson’s Corner anywhere near enough.

			For the first but certainly not the last time, Parry Thomas saved the day. He approved a loan for Wynn just in time to take advantage of the Hughes buyout, which had also been arranged through the Bank of Las Vegas. In the tumult that followed, when Detroit wiseguys joined Maury Friedman and the Mormon Mafia in a dazzling display of deception, everyone save Howard Hughes appeared to walk away wealthier.

			

			Steve Wynn maintained he never made a dime. Furthermore, he was shocked to learn that Maury Friedman was a crook.

			—

			Steve professed to be something of a naïf in ’67. When he left Maryland, he and his beauty pageant bride moved into rented quarters on the golf course at the Tropicana. Elaine Wynn stayed home with three-year-old daughter Kevyn while Steve worked odd, demanding hours at the Frontier. His was an exciting entrée into casino culture but calling bingo numbers in Anne Arundel hardly prepared him for the tightrope to which he was now committed. He might hold the title “Slots & Keno Manager,” but he was a trainee at best, potential patsy at worst.

			“Steve was just 24 when he first got a gaming license, which I think at the time made him the youngest licensee on record in the history of Nevada,” recalled Elaine.

			Steve leaned heavily on Maury Friedman, Parry Thomas, and a host of other Vegas veterans—Strip stalwarts like showman Matt Gregory, who was twenty years Wynn’s senior. 

			An expert at developing topless lounge acts, Gregory targeted the early-evening/after-midnight traffic at threadbare carpet joints like the Thunderbird. For a time, he partnered with Wynn choreographing such curiosities as Mod Squad Marmalade, a spoof of TV’s black cop, white cop, blonde chick menage, and Pony Express, a tiny cowgirl homage in which all the top-heavy dancers stood five foot two or under.

			Elaine knew her husband liked the ladies and adopted stoicism early on as her guiding principle. Late hours, hints of perfume, and lame excuses were all part of the routine. Like Hillary Clinton, she learned to live with lust—the price a woman paid for a “trip to the moon,” according to Elaine—her description of the thrill ride Steve provided on his climb to the top.

			“Of course, Steve was a very compelling young man, not much different from the way he is now,” Elaine recalled a generation later. “And I trusted that our goals were the same. We both were ambitious. And I trusted that he would make good judgements for our future.”

			Mostly, Elaine’s trust was not misplaced. If her man strayed, he always showed up at the end of the day. Nevertheless, Steve’s first real extracurricular crisis came as a bitch slap to them both.

			

			Las Vegas Review Journal—Aug. 3, 1967

			YACHT PARTY TRAGEDY

			A gala swimming party aboard the plush Caesar’s [sic] Palace yacht on Lake Mead ended in tragedy Wednesday when a 31-year-old divorcee fell from the boat and died from injuries suffered when she was chopped to pieces by the propellor.

			The dead woman was believed to be Nancy Elizabeth Mattola [sic] of Las Vegas. Her body was taken ashore at Temple Bar, Ariz., and removed to Kingman.

			Mohave County sheriff’s deputies were investigating the mishap but had little to say about the incident.

			It was learned that Miss Mattola was one of eight persons aboard the 46-foot Caesar’s Galley, the biggest boat on Lake Mead,56 when the group was swimming at a remote spot on the lake.

			Others in the party were Irving “Niggy” Devine,57 Bonnie K. Lee, Beverly Erickson, Randy Jones, Paul Chandler, the licensed pilot of the yacht, Steve Wynn, and Maurice Friedman.

			Wynn is slot machine and Keno manager at the Frontier hotel, with a $45,000 investment while Friedman is seeking approval to be one of the principal owners. Devine is the owner of New York Meats & Provisions, a major supplier of meat to hotels. 

			Miss Mattola’s identity was established by the Clark County Sheriff’s department when Kingman authorities said she had left her automobile at a bar in Paradise Valley. Deputies impounded the car and identified the woman through the car registration and laundry tickets found in the car.

			Miss Mattola was divorced in Las Vegas last Feb. 7.  

			With classic journalistic understatement, the Review-Journal slid past the most gruesome details. Had Nancy Mottola died on the Nevada side of Lake Mead, salient facts such as her total lack of clothing and the mangled mincemeat the yacht’s propellors made of her thighs might never have come to light. Neither would Steve Wynn’s involvement or the additional details concerning Maury Friedman and “Niggy” Devine58 partying away the day with their much younger protégé.59 Such morsels tended to evaporate from Clark County Sheriff’s reports while legendary lawman Ralph Lamb60 ran the office.

			On the other hand, Mohave County authorities next door in Arizona were only too happy to lay out a seedy buffet pointing to an all-day bacchanal near secluded Sandy Point—a boozy orgy that had gone very, very wrong.

			“Immediately, there was shouting for help outside,” Wynn told police. Like the rest of the inebriated passengers, he maintained he’d passed out in the hold of the forty-six-foot cabin cruiser while its engines idled beneath the lazy afternoon sun. At first, the yacht’s rude bump didn’t register when Caesar’s Galley passed over Nancy’s naked body.

			“I went up the steps out to the rear deck where I could see the captain struggling in the water with the lady,” Wynn continued. “I jumped over the rear rail onto the lower catwalk and helped get her into the boat. Thereafter we tried to administer first aid, stop the bleeding with a tourniquet and came back.”

			Too little too late. Nancy Mottola bled out before the boat returned to nearby Temple Bar. Time of death: 6:40 p.m. With clinical formality, Mohave County coroner Clyde McCune spelled out a grisly postmortem:

			“The cause of death is immediately apparent even to nonprofessional eyes. Damage to the body in the vicinity of the thighs is massive. Both legs are nearly severed in the thigh just below the area of the crotch. The right leg has suffered a compound fracture midway between the knee and ankle. Bleeding would have been of massive proportions…”

			Those who believe in winning streaks could correctly surmise that Steve’s had ended that day. Mohave County investigators suspected all aboard the Caesar’s Galley must have huddled to get their stories straight before they called the cops. There was a strange uniformity to each recollection. Most didn’t even know Nancy’s name, including Wynn. She was just some young woman along for the party, a late addition to the list. Why she was invited, nude, or mangled was anybody’s guess. Bad luck? One brewski too many? Who knew?

			“The operator of the boat knew that she was there in the water and backed over her,” said Graham Mottola, Nancy’s nephew. Just five years old at the time of his aunt’s death, he’d heard the story told and retold among his family. He grew up to be a criminal defense attorney himself and remained both professionally and personally bewildered that no one had ever been held accountable. “My father was so grief-stricken that he didn’t sue, but it was clearly a case of negligent homicide,” said Mottola more than half a century later. 

			One initial postmortem news article identified Nancy as an undercover FBI informant, saying nothing more about the accuracy or source of that revelation. The story came and went in the local press before her body was shipped back to relatives in Fresno, where she was buried along with her name. Nobody followed up or called for further explanation. 

			As for Wynn, he had more pressing problems, beginning with happy-go-lucky Maury Friedman. Turned out his father’s old pal had allowed the Detroit Mob to skim $6 million off the top during his tenure as the Frontier’s front man, explaining in part why the casino didn’t turn a profit until Howard Hughes stepped in. Friedman had also been cheating celebrities at cards in a well-publicized side hustle.

			Suckers like crooner Tony Martin and comedian Phil Silvers61 regularly played high stakes gin rummy at the venerable Friars Club in Beverly Hills. Both members of the exclusive show biz fraternity, Maury and Niggy also liked a friendly Friar’s Club card game now and again. For his part, Maury regarded himself as an equal opportunity thief: he gladly stole from Sgt. Bilko as well as a billionaire like Hughes. 

			For years, Maury wore an electronic girdle beneath his clothing at the Friars Club. Whenever a spy hidden in the club’s rafters spotted a losing hand, he’d zap Maury from above. Friedman then knew when to hold back or go all in. Low tech perhaps, but the scam netted Friedman and company62 more than $400,000 over a six-year period.   

			During the summer of ’67, Friedman’s cons caught up with him. At the same time prosecutors indicted him in the Friars Club scandal, the FBI’s probe into the Detroit skim hastened the end of the Frontier and forced its sale to Howard Hughes. Overnight Maury became a pariah. His ill-fated orgy aboard Caesar’s Galley was his last for a very long time. 

			Friedman did three years of a six-year sentence for cheating at cards but weaseled past a second conviction in the Frontier skim by ratting out the entire hierarchy of the Detroit Mob. Amazingly, he outlived a contract on his life and died in his own bed in 1980. He was 63.

			None of Friedman’s misery did much to boost Wynn’s career. Saved in large part by youthful ingenuousness, Steve slipped free from the Frontier dragnet.

			“There was even a wiretap with an audio recording of these guys saying that Steve Wynn was green and that he didn’t know any of these guys,” recalled Elaine. “Thank goodness for that wiretap, or it would have been a short happy career. That would have been the end of us in Las Vegas.”

			When his casino job evaporated, Wynn still had a family to feed. Matt Gregory slipped him a few bucks now and again, but he was no better off than he had been calling numbers back at Wayson’s Corner.

			Confronted with catastrophe, he did what his father would have done: he swallowed his pride, put on his best threads, and asked Parry Thomas for help.

			—

			If “Niggy” Devine meant nothing else to Steve Wynn, he was a sterling example of how Vegas economics can legitimize even the most tarnished reputation. As owner of New York Meat & Provisions Co., Niggy raised no eyebrows along the Strip among restaurateurs, bankers, or businessmen. No one cared how a bona fide Polish thug from Cincinnati with a racist nickname and a decades-long rap sheet wound up slinging prime rib along the Strip. So what if he spent off hours commuting between Bermuda, Switzerland, and Israel on behalf of Meyer Lansky? Niggy was a businessman, pure and simple.63 New York Meat was supply and demand at its most basic: quality, quantity, and price. How the rib eye wound up on the plate was immaterial as long as customers were satisfied.

			Las Vegas had a way of juggling the good, the bad, and the ugly so that terms like “legitimate business” were almost always oxymoron. As long as the firm stayed on the good side of E. Parry Thomas, free market capitalism prevailed. Sort of.

			“In those days in our banking business, the biggest liquor distributor in town was DeLuca Liquor and Wine,” Parry Thomas recalled. “Bob Keyser was the manager of that operation, and he was also a director of our main banking competitor, First National Bank. For whatever reason, Bob never had good things to say about Valley Bank or about me.

			“He was always sticking pins in us, and it kind of galled me that here we were financing all of the hotels, and Bob had all the liquor business in town, mainly coming from the hotels that we were financing. We felt he should be more appreciative of what we were doing to assist his biggest customers. That stuck in my craw that Keyser would continue knocking the hell out of us.

			“So, I told Steve that we needed another big liquor distributor in Las Vegas, a person who banked with us…”

			Wynn’s memory of how he got into “that shitty business” as he called liquor sales, was less genteel.

			“Parry had a death grip on the gaming industry,” he observed. Thomas loathed Bob Keyser almost as much as he loved Steve Wynn. Ergo, enter Wynn; adios, Keyser.

			Wynn took notes while he watched Parry work his magic. First came dinner with James “Jake” Gottlieb, a Mob-connected Chicago freight operator who borrowed $4 million from the Teamsters’ pension fund to turn the tacky Dunes Hotel into a full-blown resort.

			“Jake Gottlieb kissed Parry’s ring in those days,” recalled Wynn. “He understood that Parry was the link to the real money.” 

			Gottlieb set up a meeting in New York between himself, Parry, and Israeli financier Meshulam Riklis, a shady Wall Street wizard who owned some of the best-known brand names in North America, including Dewar’s Scotch. Parry invited Steve along for the meet.

			“This was really big for me, but it was small potatoes for Riklis,” recalled Wynn. As he remembered, the exchange between the three went:

			Thomas: “Let us have the liquor deal in Las Vegas. You’ll get all the business.”

			Gottlieb assented with a nod.

			Riklis added his approval. “Anything you say, Jake. Why not?”

			Wynn snapped his fingers. “It was done just like that, a nonevent sale of an asset. For $65,000.”

			At the beginning of the year, following the Maury Friedman/Frontier debacle, Wynn Distributing Company (later renamed “Best Brands”) opened in a warehouse built in a no-name dirt trail off the Strip. Today the paved boulevard is called Wynn Road.

			“I ran the liquor business from 1968 to ’72 and it was invaluable training,” said Wynn. In addition to inventory, shipping, sales, and distribution, he learned who was honest, who wasn’t, and how frequently to deal with kickbacks. Curiously, flattering buyers and showing up for their kids’ bar mitzvahs did more to boost business than under-the-table payoffs.

			Whenever Wynn needed expansion funds, Parry Thomas obliged, beginning with a $600,000 bank loan to launch Wynn Distributing. Both acknowledged the liquor deal as their first genuine partnership. Parry saved the day and Steve proved his mettle—an instructive tale of enduring friendship and free enterprise along the Vegas Strip.

			As for Bob Keyser, Best Brands dented but did not end his business. DeLuca Liquor ambled along another ten years until the owners of the Chicago Bulls bought his business for $10 million. The Bulls consortium reduced Keyser to a Coors-Budweiser beer distributorship. By then, Steve Wynn had sold out to a subordinate. Courtesy of Howard Hughes and pater familias Parry Thomas, Steve was on to bigger deals.  

			—

			At the height of his feeding frenzy, Hughes paid $500,000 in 1968 for a one-acre strip of real estate fronting the northwest corner of Las Vegas Boulevard and Flamingo Road. He then leased it as a driveway to newly opened Caesars Palace. By 1972, when Steve asked if it was for sale, Hughes’ real estate representative Herb Nall dismissed him out of hand.

			

			“Hughes doesn’t sell,” Nall told him. “He buys.”

			Wynn persisted. He tried a different tack, asking his rabbi to intervene. Parry Thomas went to Bill Gay, successor to Robert Maheu. Gay was Mormon, and Nall’s boss. Mormons stuck together. The following Sunday morning, Steve’s home phone rang.

			“I run into the den, and I pick up the phone, and it’s ‘Hello, Steve, this is Herb Nall. I hope I’m not calling at a bad time. I got your number from Parry.’”

			In what Wynn forever memorialized as “my first big deal,” he learned once again the power of Parry Thomas.64 Anyone could dabble in Vegas real estate, but the inside track belonged to those who cultivated Parry’s network.

			“That purchase from Howard Hughes still ranks as the most thrilling business deal of my life,” said Wynn. “That’s number one, and it’s a long way down to number two.”

			Once he had the deed, Wynn leaked plans to build a skinny casino on the twenty-five-foot-wide strip adjacent to Caesars. Perhaps an adult bookstore or a strip club. Exploiting the popularity of that year’s big Oscar winner, Wynn was going to call his new joint The Godfather—clever, but a sore point among the remaining Mafia trying to maintain low profiles along the Strip. The Godfather stuck particularly deep in the craw at Caesars Palace—a carpet joint that Wynn envied above all others.

			Steve sat back and waited. The offer came within weeks. Led by landlord Kirk Kerkorian, the nervous nellies at Caesars didn’t balk at Wynn’s $2.25 million asking price. Not only would they expand Caesars, Kerkorian & Co. had avoided the humiliation of a Don Corleone knockoff operating right next door.

			And just like that, Steve Wynn more than doubled his investment.65 

			“Well, what do you think that I should do next?” Wynn asked his mentor.

			“Don’t worry,” answered Parry Thomas. “You take the season off and go skiing and I’ll find something.”

			Wynn did in fact move his family that fall to Sun Valley, Idaho, where he briefly became a ski instructor.66 Parry Thomas raised horses there and advised his young protégé to create his own refuge in the Rockies. The Wynns dutifully built their getaway as instructed and moved in just before Christmas.

			“By that March we were up on the ski slopes and looking at each other with nobody else around,” recalled Elaine. “And Steve said, ‘Okay, I’m bored. It’s time to go home.’ And shortly after that the Golden Nugget situation came along.”

			

			

			
				
						24  Full name at birth: Jake Jacob Michael Milton Weinberg.


						25  Michael did smuggle Steve into a burlesque show to see his 70-year-old grandfather. “As an old vaudevillian, Jake danced with some of the showgirls that were performing in the Minsky Revue on top of the Silver Slipper casino,” he recalled. “My father recorded the dancing with his 16-millimeter Bell & Howell camera. It was a riot.”


						26  Golden Nugget bingo supervisor Bill Adams eventually moved over to the Silver Slipper to run the very parlor that the Wynns had hoped to open.


						27  Dubbed “Sin City of the East” in 1958 by New York Journal-American reporter Dom Frasca, Utica was “wide open, with gambling, prostitution, dope traffic and gangland murders commonplace.” Frasca labeled liquor store owner Joseph Falcone “Mr. Big” and accused both Falcone brothers of running the rackets. From the earliest days of Prohibition, they were regularly investigated, but never convicted. Only changing times challenged Mob rule. In 1984, Utica prosecutor Michael Daley concluded, “They were essentially just trying to hold onto a swiftly diminishing ice cube in a cup of hot tea.”


						28  Michael swapped Weinberg for Wynn as homage to comedian Ed Wynn, who graduated from vaudevillian obscurity to Hollywood fame during the 1930s. 
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