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            A Note to Readers

         
         There is an inspiring life story in the ninety-eight years that belonged to Kirk Kerkorian, a boy who ran barefoot in the
            rich dirt of California’s San Joaquin Valley before family financial chaos made him a city boy fighting for his place on the
            dirty sidewalks of Los Angeles. He was a tough guy who wept at funerals, a humble man privately proud of his accomplishments,
            a business genius who ignored his MBA advisers, a daring aviator and movie mogul, a gambler at the casinos and on Wall Street
            who played the odds in both houses with uncanny skill. But I was already sold on this project the moment I discovered that
            he started with nothing and inherited nothing, yet he parlayed that nothing into billions of dollars.
         

         
         I never planned to write a biography of Kirk Kerkorian. We had never met. When I started, I knew no one among his advisers
            and friends. He was little more than a familiar name on the pages of the Los Angeles Times, my professional home for more than thirty-six years. Shortly after Kirk died I received a call from HarperCollins editor
            Julia Cheiffetz. She didn’t know Kirk, either, but she had just read his obituary in the New York Times. She, too, wanted to know more. This book is a tribute to her foresight, curiosity, and instinct for a good tale.
         

         
         We both underestimated the challenge. Kirk was also a very private man. He rarely did press interviews, never gave speeches,
            and treasured his privacy above all else. Many of his business aides and associates still believe that his privacy should
            be protected even beyond the grave. Consider my first contact with Kirk’s chief legal adviser, Patty Glaser. She responded
            by phone to my request for an introductory interview, catching me driving up Vermont Avenue on a sunny day near Griffith Park.
            I said “Hello” and she got straight to the point, “No one is going to help you. No one from his inner circle will be available.
            We will not cooperate.”
         

         
         I regret that adamant decision. Fortunately, there would be major exceptions to the official stonewall. Fortunately, too,
            Kirk’s extraordinarily thin public record of interviews and personal insights would be offset by equally extraordinary discoveries.
            A collection of oral histories filed away in the Special Collections library at the University of Nevada Las Vegas was a gold
            mine—gaming pioneers, early Kerkorian partners, and then a ninety-minute tape of Kirk himself telling stories about the early
            days of Vegas and his personal adventures.
         

         
         An excellent documentary for PBS called Flying the Secret Sky included excerpts from an on-camera interview with Kirk talking about his experiences with the Royal Air Force Ferry Command
            during World War II. Producer William VanDerKloot generously shared a full transcript of Kirk’s interview.
         

         
         One other notable gem made available to the author was a wonderful family video with relatives and boyhood friends talking
            about growing up with Kirk. It was professionally produced and edited but had never been released to the public.
         

         
         Kirk’s thirty-day wife, the former professional tennis star Lisa Bonder, was among those who declined to be interviewed for
            this book. She canceled our only scheduled interview saying that she’d decided to tell her own story, “to tell it myself,”
            presumably in her own words and in her own book or article.
         

         
         However, details of Kirk’s fraught relationship with Lisa can be found in the underground vaults of the Los Angeles Superior
            Court. That’s where I read through reams of Kirk’s and Lisa’s sworn statements, correspondence, and deposition transcripts—all
            part of case archives filling tens of thousands of pages. Their court battles spanned more than a decade and covered issues
            ranging from paternity and child support disputes to breeches of contract and invasion of privacy allegations. Tens of millions
            of dollars went to attorneys’ fees. Media coverage was sometimes sensational.
         

         
         Unless otherwise noted, this narrative relies on that voluminous archival record and those factually undisputed details submitted
            in court filings by the estranged couple, as well as numerous expert witnesses and the sworn declarations of friends and family.
         

         
         Thanking the long list of individuals who helped tell the story of Kirk Kerkorian for this book cannot include everyone. And
            a number of Kirk’s “inner circle” asked to remain anonymous. But very special thanks go to:
         

         
         
            	Terry Christensen, one of Southern California’s top lawyers and for decades Kirk’s closest confidant. He hired a private eye to help investigate
               false paternity claims against Kirk and ended up indicted on federal wiretap charges.
            

            
            	Alex Yemenidjian, who headed MGM studios when Kirk sold it for the last time. The former accountant, who became one of Kirk’s top negotiators,
               also ran the MGM Grand and was, some said, the son Kirk never had.
            

            
            	Don King, the boxing promoter and a good friend of Kirk’s. They worked together to get a multifight deal at Kirk’s MGM Grand Garden
               for King’s client Iron Mike Tyson.
            

            
            	Harut Sassounian, publisher of the California Courier, an English-language Armenian weekly based in Glendale, California, was also president of the United Armenian Fund and the
               driving force behind Kirk’s Armenian charity efforts.
            

            
            	Michael Milken, the billionaire philanthropist and investment banker who helped finance many of Kirk’s casino and movie studio deals. Kirk
               often encouraged Mike to write a book about some of the many deals they did together.
            

            
            	Ron Falahi, Kirk’s fitness guru, flight steward, and personal assistant spanning thirty-three years. The gentle muscleman and his warmhearted
               wife, the late Wendy Falahi, were among Kirk’s most loyal aides. Kirk encouraged Ron to write a book about their adventures.
            

            
            	Una Davis, who remained a loyal friend and advocate through Kirk’s serial romantic adventures spanning fifteen years. And she was his
               wife on the day he died.
            

            
            	Jerry Perenchio, the Hollywood deal maker and former CEO of Univision, was a close friend of Kirk’s for decades. He broke his own anti-interview
               pledge to pay tribute to Kirk’s life and legacy shortly before he followed his friend in death.
            

            
            	Former U.S. senator Bob Dole (R-Kansas), who, along with his wife, Elizabeth Dole, befriended Kirk and supported many Armenian causes. Kirk became a major
               supporter of the American Red Cross when Elizabeth Dole was its president.
            

            
            	Jack Holder, a Pearl Harbor survivor and former U.S. Navy flight engineer who worked for Kirk at Los Angeles Air Service after the war.
               They were lifelong friends.
            

            
            	Darryl Goldman, tennis coach to the stars. He was a regular at Kirk’s weekend games called “the grudge match” played on Kirk’s private courts.
               He coached the billionaire to national ranking on the seniors’ tennis circuit when Kirk was in his mideighties.
            

            
            	Manny (Mike) Agassi, one of Kirk’s oldest pals in Las Vegas. He was one of Kirk’s earliest tennis teachers. Mike is more widely known as the
               father of U.S. tennis legend Andre Kirk Agassi.
            

            
            	Gene Kilroy, a straight-talking former marketing executive and boxing aficionado, seemed to know just about everyone in Las Vegas, and
               opened many doors for the author. Gene once worked for Kirk and was for many years the business manager of boxing great Muhammad
               Ali. He was also one of Kirk’s inner circle of Vegas friends, a pal of sister Rose and a familiar figure to most of the extended
               Kerkorian family and staff.
            

            
            	Bobby Morris, the former musical director at the International Hotel whose band backed up Elvis at the pop star’s Las Vegas comeback in
               Kirk’s first hotel.
            

            
            	Daniel M. Wade, a former co-CEO and chief operating officer of MGM Mirage. He explained why Kirk’s people were so loyal: “He always took
               the risks. He never took the credit.” The devout Mormon says he still prays for Kirk every night.
            

            
         

         
         This book is nonfiction. All direct quotes and descriptive scenes are based on the recollections of eyewitnesses or on previously
            published accounts. Many books, news accounts, and magazine articles informed this story, but one book in particular requires
            special mention—Kerkorian: An American Success Story by Dial Torgerson. It was published in 1974 and is, to my knowledge, the only other Kerkorian biography ever attempted. It
            was a tremendous resource for details about Kirk’s youth, his war experience, and early business history. Dial had the good
            fortune to receive considerable assistance from Kirk himself, opening doors to his family and friends who shared great insights,
            many of which have been gratefully resurrected in this version. Most of Dial’s sources would precede Kirk in death.
         

         
         Dial was my colleague at the Los Angeles Times, a senior foreign correspondent during my tenure at the paper. He was killed in 1983 doing the job of reporting in a Central
            American war zone. He was an admired and heroic figure to many of us at The Times long before we lost him. Press critics in high and low places sometimes fail to appreciate the daring and dedication of real
            men and women in the serious business of protecting our right to know.
         

         
         So, thanks to Dial. Thanks to William VanDerKloot, producer of Flying the Secret Sky. Thanks, also, to every source who shared an insight, whether for attribution or not.
         

         
         And especially thanks to Barbara Hyde Pierce, my wife and two-time Emmy Award–winning television news producer, whose research
            skills, editing finesse, and story advice are all part of every page that follows.
         

         
         Bill Rempel

         
         Los Angeles

         
         July 2017

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue: Introducing Kirk Kerkorian

         
         
            “Life is a big craps game.”

            —Kirk Kerkorian

         

         It’s a spring night in Las Vegas, 1972. An elegantly attired Cary Grant shares an outdoor podium with movie bombshell Raquel
            Welch. They are about to signal an explosion of fireworks, a gaudy spectacle to mark another milestone in the gambling mecca’s
            colorful history. Already the black desert sky is alive with dancing klieg lights, the surrounding boulevards ablaze with
            neon and jammed with limousine traffic. The biggest hotel in the world is about to break ground, and the elites of Hollywood
            and the gaming world have thronged to the intersection of Flamingo Road and the Strip to salute its daring entrepreneur.
         

         
         But where is he?

         
         The actors scan the crowd. The man of the hour is one of Cary Grant’s best friends, a publicity-shy financier who never met
            a million dollars he wasn’t willing to risk on a roll of the dice, a scrappy former boxer who never backed away from a fight,
            an eighth-grade dropout who was now schooling the entire U.S. business community.
         

         
         Somewhere out in the shadows among fellow movie moguls and casino tycoons was the fifty-five-year-old son of Armenian immigrants
            living the American dream, the Mean-Street-to-Main-Street success story, a thrill-seeking gambler with a knack for blockbuster
            investments.1

         
         “Kirk, are you out there?” Grant’s famous English accent drifts across the crowd. Heads turn. Where’s Kirk? No one responds.

         
         The film idol knows that his friend isn’t likely to be coaxed into the spotlight. He knows that Kirk Kerkorian—the head of
            MGM Studios and the man behind the massive, soon-to-rise MGM Grand Hotel—is out in that throng purposely keeping a low profile,
            likely nursing a scotch, and pretending to be the most average Joe in Nevada.
         

         
         Kirk was uncomfortable in crowds and dreaded the attention of strangers.

         
         Raquel Welch moves to center stage, stepping up to a plunger device—something like a cartoon dynamite igniter. With dramatic
            flair—and a provocatively exaggerated pose—she plunges the plunger handles. The move sets off an eruption of whistling rockets,
            flashing starbursts, and a thundering avalanche of sparks.2 Leo the MGM Lion lights up the sky, roaring in pyrotechnic glory.
         

         
         Kirk no doubt welcomed the noisy diversion. He had dodged another public appearance. And his lifelong aversion to the trappings
            of celebrity would make him what he remains years after his death: one of the least known of America’s richest men.
         

         
          

         He seemed to burst out of nowhere onto the American business scene in the late 1960s, a small businessman with a gambling
            habit and a junior high school education who struck it rich at the mature age of fifty. He was a heroic wartime aviator who
            ferried factory-fresh bombers and fighter planes for the Royal Air Force over the treacherous North Atlantic in an era before
            navigational aids. He nursed a small charter air service through cycles of hard times after the war, until selling his company
            for a windfall fortune.
         

         
         But the gambler decided to bet it all on some kind of capitalist trifecta. Suddenly, he was on business news pages across
            the country risking huge sums in a puzzling range of eclectic markets. He called it “the leisure industry.”
         

         
         On the West Coast he moved to control America’s oldest commercial airline. In New York and Hollywood he waged a takeover battle
            for the faltering but fabled MGM Studios. In Las Vegas he built the world’s biggest hotel—despite a secret campaign to stop
            him by rival Howard Hughes, the country’s richest man. At the same time, Kirk snatched Bugsy Siegel’s Flamingo casino out
            from under decades of mob control. He made Elvis Presley a Vegas icon.
         

         
         Overnight he was a major player in the movie, resorts, and gaming industries. Friends would call him a “deal junkie,”3 addicted to financial thrills—whether at a craps table or at the negotiating table. Two more times he would build the world’s
            biggest hotel. In business, as in gambling, Kirk believed there was no point in placing small bets.
         

         
         In later years he would shake up the automobile industry with separate takeover bids for each of the Big Three carmakers.

         
         There were no tycoons in Kirk’s family tree. His immigrant father, an illiterate farmer and fruit peddler, was in constant
            financial trouble. Kirk learned English and how to brawl growing up in Los Angeles. Eviction was a recurring family predicament.
            He said he studied in the school of hard knocks.4 It turned out to be an advanced course in survival and the value of trust, loyalty, and hard work.5

         
         He avoided press interviews most of his life, making him appear reclusive. He hated being compared to the hermitlike Howard
            Hughes, whom he otherwise admired. Kirk had a thriving social life with celebrity friends and business associates—among them
            Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, and Tony Curtis. He was often noted in news and gossip columns attending charity and other public
            events. He double-dated with Cary Grant, and their families vacationed together.
         

         
         Fellow casino owner Donald Trump called Kirk “the king” and told friends: “I love that guy.”6 Kirk was, however, Trump’s polar opposite in style and temperament. Kirk was soft-spoken and understated with a paralyzing
            fear of public speaking. He wished, he said, that he “could talk like Trump.”7 Kirk also wanted his name on nothing—not on buildings, not on street signs, not even on his personal parking spot at MGM
            Studios. And Kirk never defaulted on a loan and always regarded his handshake as a binding contract.
         

         
         Kirk traveled without an entourage. He carried his own bags and drove his own car, typically a Ford Taurus or Jeep Cherokee.
            He jogged the streets of Beverly Hills and walked to lunches without a bodyguard. He refused comps, personally paying for
            meals and rooms even at his own hotels. Once after a business trip to New York, Kirk was halfway to La Guardia Airport when
            he ordered his driver back into the city. He had forgotten to tip the maids at The Pierre hotel.8

         
         He gave away millions to charity and to people in need on the strict condition that his gifts were kept secret. When his donations
            grew into the tens of millions, he formed a charitable foundation. It gave away more than a billion dollars, much of it to
            his ancestral homeland after a deadly earthquake. In Armenia, Kirk Kerkorian is regarded as one of the saints, but at his
            insistence there are no monuments to his lavish generosity.
         

         
         The master deal maker would finally meet his match in his mid-eighties. A charming former tennis pro would trick him into believing
            he was the father of her baby, force him into a courtroom, and strip him of his most cherished asset—his privacy.
         

         
         “Never look back,” Kirk liked to counsel.9 But in the end, he reflected on what mattered most in his life. It was neither his successes nor his disappointments. It
            was the thrill of the risk.
         

         
         “Life is a big craps game,” he told the Los Angeles Times. “I’ve got to tell you, it’s all been fun.”10

         
         What follows is an account of that great craps game, the life of Kirk Kerkorian.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            I
The Making of a Man

         
         
            “Necessity is the mother of taking chances.”

            —Mark Twain

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
Gambling on the Wind

         
         
            Early June 1944

            Riding the Hurricane Express

         

         Skies over the North Atlantic were mostly clear when the unarmed twin-engine DH-98 Mosquito climbed out of Goose Bay, another
            factory-fresh fighter-bomber on its way to help the British repel Hitler’s war machine.1 The pilot, an American civilian employed by the Royal Air Force Ferry Command, banked out over the Labrador Sea and powered
            his agile aircraft toward a rendezvous with “the hurricane express”—a fierce but friendly tailwind blasting out of Canada
            at nearly seventy-five miles per hour. RAF meteorologists called it “the Iceland Wave.” By whatever name, the rushing wind
            stream promised a faster-than-normal ocean crossing, possibly even another world record, since the captain was taking a rather
            daring direct route to Prestwick.2

         
         Under normal circumstances, the Mosquito’s limited range made such a plan suicidal. A straight line to the coast of Scotland
            was about twenty-two hundred miles—nearly a thousand miles beyond the plane’s maximum fuel range. Even with a temporarily
            installed two-hundred-gallon gas tank lashed to the floor of its empty bomb bay, this fighter-bomber would need a hefty tailwind
            to avoid ditching hundreds of miles short of land.
         

         
         Young Captain Kirk Kerkorian was feeling lucky. A month earlier he rode that same air current and shattered the existing nine-hour
            speed record for an Atlantic crossing by nearly two hours. It was exhilarating, the way winning big at poker was exhilarating.
            He liked it—the thrill of victory, the rush of adrenaline, the payoff. For a quiet, seemingly mild-mannered guy, Kirk was
            surprisingly comfortable with risk. At least that’s what his poker face suggested.
         

         
         His first claim to a speed record was very brief, however. Another Mosquito pilot departing Goose Bay at the same time had
            used slightly different altitudes and course variations that got him to Scotland twenty-three minutes ahead of Kirk. To RAF
            Wing Commander John D. Wooldridge3 went the honors and the headlines for crossing in six hours and forty-six minutes.
         

         
         Now, back for his second consecutive Mosquito ferry run, Kirk found the supercharged wind stream still roaring eastward. And
            despite Ferry Command admonitions against pursuit of speed records,4 he knew conditions were right to try again. Besides, it was the eve of his twenty-seventh birthday. What a great present
            to give himself.
         

         
         His new calculations for the direct route to Prestwick were promising. If the tailwinds held up, he figured, he would have
            plenty of fuel left over when he reached the Scottish coast. It was a gamble—but a sound bet, based on math and experience.
            Kirk put his chips on the shortcut. The gambler went all in.
         

         
         Ferry Command pilots were a competitive bunch, none more so than Kerkor (Kirk) Kerkorian, youngest son of an immigrant fruit
            peddler from Los Angeles. His skills as a flier had already overcome substantial educational shortcomings. He was an eighth-grade
            dropout. He used fake high school documents to get into an elite RAF training class in Montreal. Once admitted, he was a standout
            among the international aviators in his class.
         

         
         During his first few months ferrying planes across the Atlantic, Kirk assumed the commander’s seat in a variety of makes and
            models—from the Lockheed Hudson that everyone trained on to the newer Martin Marauder B-26 and the Mitchell B-25 from North
            American Aviation.
         

         
         Kirk’s first takeoff on a transatlantic flight came with his first serious scare. It originated at Dorval Field in Montreal.
            He was already rolling down the runway when he realized that his twin-engine Hudson didn’t feel right. Of course, it had a
            spare gas tank in its belly that wasn’t there on routine training flights. But Kirk also hadn’t set his flaps for the extra
            weight. At rotation speed when he expected to take flight, his tail still didn’t have lift enough to get off the ground. He
            reached for his trim tab, adjusting quickly as the Hudson lumbered toward grass at the end of the runway. Liftoff came much
            later than it should have—but not too late. The Hudson5 soared off safely toward the Canadian coast, and Kirk would never make that mistake with his flap settings ever again. The
            most effective education of a rookie Ferry Command captain—unforgiving real-life experience—had begun.
         

         
         For this latest ferry transit, Kirk’s Toronto-made de Havilland 98 Mosquito would require all the skill and experience he
            could cram into its snug little cockpit. The “Mossie,” as the Brits called it, was the newest set of wings in the British
            air fleet. It had earned mixed reviews. The plane was notoriously delicate in bad weather and suffered the highest per capita
            crash rate among the various planes flown by the Ferry Command. Any measurable ice buildup on its high-speed, high-performance
            wings risked catastrophic stalls. Pilots, in moments of dark humor, groused that it couldn’t handle ice enough to chill a
            decent martini, shaken or stirred.
         

         
         Some veteran Ferry Command pilots turned down or otherwise avoided assignments to fly the Mosquito. Not Kirk. He loved it—the
            speed, maneuverability, its climb rate. He considered it the hottest plane in the fleet.
         

         
         And it was by far the fastest plane in the European theater, capable of speeds approaching four hundred miles per hour. No
            Luftwaffe aircraft could catch it. And it could intercept the fastest German buzz bombs—the V-1 rockets just starting to rain
            down on London. It could fly at high altitudes, beyond the reach of antiaircraft guns, up to twenty thousand feet. And it
            could be mass-produced without depleting already short supplies of metals. Like a canoe, the airplane was built primarily
            of wood, its fuselage constructed with a double-birch plywood skin over a balsa and spruce frame.
         

         
         To fliers like Kirk it was “the Wooden Wonder.” He never bothered to do the math that also made it the most dangerous plane
            in the ferry fleet. During one spate of winter months, only one out of four Mosquitos made it. A crew had better odds playing
            Russian roulette.
         

         
         More than two hours into his second spring gamble with a direct run to Prestwick, Kirk’s confidence had been rewarded. Good
            weather and a hearty tailwind had him and his navigator crewmate on track for a sub-seven-hour crossing. They figured to land
            before dark, avoiding a more hazardous nighttime approach in a plane with few navigational aids.
         

         
         The view outside was nothing but sky and an endless white-capped sea, not much to talk about. There were occasional course
            adjustments and then the navigator’s midcourse notice of the “equal time point”—more commonly known outside aviation as the
            point of no return. It wasn’t far beyond that critical marker when the navigator first detected the waning booster wind. The
            Canadian kid, at least five years Kirk’s junior, repeated a series of locational fixes before confirming his ominous discovery:
            the hurricane express had stopped.
         

         
         Kirk reacted immediately, throttling back the engines and adjusting the Mosquito’s prop pitch for maximum fuel efficiency.
            There would be no speed record this day. The new priority was reaching dry land before the gas tanks went dry. The plane slowed
            to what seemed like a crawl. Hours ticked by. Kirk switched to reserve fuel supplies. Their forecast arrival time came and
            went. They were still hundreds of miles out, over water so cold they wouldn’t last twenty minutes if they had to bail out
            now. Daylight was fading fast and a low, thick overcast spread below them.
         

         
         Finally, they were in radio range of Prestwick. But the news was dismal. The overcast was deep and the ceiling dangerously
            low. It was unlikely to lift anytime soon. From the air above that thick gray blanket of clouds, land and sea were indistinguishable.
            There was no way to glimpse the Firth of Clyde, spot the coastal towns, or locate a welcoming runway. In darkness and fog,
            attempting to land was a fool’s wager. But the fuel gauge was pinned at empty. The Mosquito’s engines could stop at any moment.
         

         
         Kirk kicked open the jettison hatch on the cockpit floor. Bailing out was a terrible choice . . . but his only choice.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2
The Kid from Weedpatch

         
         
            Five Years Earlier

            Alhambra, California

         

         It was nearly noon, a midweek workday in the fall of 1939. The two-man crew from the Andrews Heating Company was taking a
            break from installing ventilating gas wall heaters. Crew chief Ted O’Flaherty, a twenty-five-year-old navy veteran from Louisiana
            with an obsession for flying, liked to use his lunch hour to squeeze in flight lessons or a few practice takeoffs and landings
            at the old Western Air Express field in the San Gabriel Valley.1

         
         His twenty-two-year-old assistant, Kirk Kerkorian, always seemed uninterested, hanging back, watching from the ground as he
            ate his sandwiches brought from home. But after months of gentle prodding and cajoling, Kirk had finally agreed to ride along.
            He would even pay half of the plane rental—a dollar for a quick sample flight.
         

         
         Ted was feeling downright evangelical. He loved sharing the wonders of flying. He also liked to preach the promise of aviation’s
            future. Rapidly developing commercial airlines, some pioneering transcontinental service, were eager for qualified pilots—a
            career offering more adventure and much better pay than the forty-five cents an hour Kirk took home. And it didn’t involve
            wrangling 270-pound wall furnaces.
         

         
         The Andrews Heating truck pulled through the airfield gates and stopped across the tarmac from two bright yellow Piper J-3
            Cubs. The boxy, single-wing plane was the Model T of the sky. Ted’s flight instructor, Dick Lentine, was waiting. Ted paid
            him the dollar, signed the form on his clipboard, and motioned for Kirk to climb into the back of the two-seater. Ted took
            the controls. Lentine spun the single nose-mounted propeller as Kirk tried to work his first seat belt. The motor fired up,
            and the little yellow plane kicked up a spray of sand and grit wheeling around toward the runway.
         

         
         Weight distribution was of no consideration on this flight. Kirk weighed barely half as much as the wall furnaces he installed.
            For a scrawny kid, he had turned out to be much stronger than Ted expected. Wiry . . . determined . . . hardworking. And he
            didn’t talk too much, either. Ted liked him.
         

         
         It was a clear day and Ted wasn’t going to waste a precious minute. He turned into the wind, found the center of the runway,
            and accelerated hard.
         

         
         In the back, Kirk’s senses were instantly assaulted by the deafening scream and forceful lurch of the Piper’s fifty-horsepower
            engine. He had barely gathered a breath before they reached speeds matched only by childhood memories on the back roads of
            Bakersfield in his father’s snazzy Stutz Bearcat.
         

         
         But if Kirk was unnerved by the noise, the power, the speed, or—seconds later—the altitude, he didn’t show it. His big grin
            said it all. Kirk was smitten. It was love at first takeoff—a passionate until-death-do-us-part kind of love. Suddenly, his
            entire future was banking sharply in a new direction.
         

         
         Until that takeoff over the rooftops of Alhambra, Kirk had been focused on quite a different career path—professional boxing.
            Moving heavy wall heaters served as an extension of weight training in a gym. His big dream had been getting his name on the
            marquee of a title bout: “Rifle Right Kerkorian,” fighting for a world championship in the ultimate international arena—New
            York City’s Madison Square Garden.
         

         
         It was an especially audacious ambition even though Kirk had been very successful as an amateur welterweight. His own trainer,
            who agreed that Kirk had the heart of a champion, warned him not to go pro. His lean and slender frame wasn’t built for the
            pounding of a professional fight. Kirk bristled at the notion that he might be too fragile. But his older brother had been
            forced from the ring with cognitive issues and slurred speech. The damage was blamed on a string of poundings Nish absorbed
            in more than a hundred bouts from San Francisco to San Diego.
         

         
         Flying may have rescued Kirk from a similar fate.

         
          

         Born Kerkor Kerkorian in Fresno, California, on June 6, 1917, he was the youngest of four children in a close-knit Armenian
            immigrant family. His grandfather Kasper was the trailblazer, moving halfway around the globe in his midsixties, an age when
            most farmers are slowing down, not starting over. That was in 1890. A collapsing Ottoman Empire was devolving into violence
            and especially harsh treatment for Armenian Christians. Life in the agricultural heartland of the American West sounded like
            a better option.
         

         
         Kasper’s youngest son, Ahron, followed him through New York’s immigrant portal at Ellis Island more than a decade later. The
            teenager reached California penniless but full of grand plans and big ambitions, expecting to become a millionaire. He was
            a natural-born entrepreneur. He finagled the use of a horse-drawn wagon to launch his first business—fruit distribution. Ahron
            bought citrus from rural ranches and hauled it to towns for sale up and down the San Joaquin Valley.
         

         
         He called himself Harry, but his swarthy good looks and a ferocious mustache prompted customers and friends to call him “Pancho”—as
            in Pancho Villa, the legendary Mexican bandit-revolutionary. Fruit-hauling profits soon allowed him to bring over the girlfriend
            he left behind in Armenia. Ahron and Lily became a family of five with Art, Rose, and Nish. And by the time Kerkor joined
            the clan, Ahron had already made and lost a few small fortunes.
         

         
         Remarkably, Ahron achieved impressive business successes despite the fact he could neither read nor write. He was illiterate
            in English and Armenian. His handshake was his contract, but when he had to sign a formal document, his signature was an “X.” But he was
            a whiz at numbers . . . and a fearless opportunist.
         

         
         During World War I, Ahron started buying up vineyards to take advantage of surging civilian and military demand for raisins.
            The lowly sun-dried grape became a wartime staple—inexpensive, easily shipped and stored, and resistant to spoilage. The best
            raisins came from the green seedless Thompson grapes grown throughout the valley.
         

         
         By Armistice Day, Ahron was the raisin baron of the San Joaquin. His holdings, about a thousand acres on ten ranches, had
            a gross value of nearly a million dollars. Most, however, were heavily leveraged with mortgage or crop loans. Behind the scenes,
            he was juggling debt to stave off financial ruin. Still, by all appearances, the dashing Ahron in his jaunty Stutz Bearcat
            convertible seemed the picture of immigrant success.
         

         
         Eventually, Ahron’s numbers wizardry and debt juggling weren’t enough. Market fluctuations played havoc with his cash flow.
            His debt load became unbearable as the national economy soured. And piece by piece his million-dollar property portfolio was
            picked apart by creditors. The recession of 1921–22 finally wiped him out.
         

         
         Ahron still hoped to hang on to the prized family farm, a 120-acre spread known as the Captain Fuller Ranch in a place south
            of Bakersfield called Weedpatch. Here, a Kerkorian family farm empire could rise again. Ahron had borrowed heavily to develop
            a vineyard on the land, but he really hoped to strike oil. He knew it was there—black gold, Texas tea. Every morning the ranch
            pump house delivered petroleum-perfumed water that made its first few gallons undrinkable and unsuitable even for washing.
            Oil engineers from San Francisco tried to discourage Ahron’s dream. There was no oil under his land, they assured him. Ahron
            borrowed more money for a watermelon crop.
         

         
         Finally, a rising tower of debt threatened to collapse on the Kerkorian family farm. Ahron put his “X” on an official title
            transfer document trying to shift ownership of the Captain Fuller Ranch to four-year-old Kerkor. County officials and lien
            holders ignored the ploy. Creditors filed suit, going so far as to name the boy as an accomplice of his father’s attempted
            fraud.
         

         
         Two constables showed up one day while Ahron was eighty miles away on business in Los Angeles. The ranch and its crops had
            been attached for nonpayment of a loan and the officers were there to supervise an unannounced creditors’ auction—beginning
            with fifteen tons of harvested watermelons. Lily sent her boys running to a neighbor’s house to call Ahron at his hotel in
            the city.
         

         
         The auction had ended but buyers still mingled waiting for trucks to haul away their watermelons when in the distance a dust
            plume rose above a dirt road. It was headed toward the ranch house. As it neared, the source of that brown cloud became clear:
            it was Ahron’s speeding Stutz Bearcat.
         

         
         At the house Ahron braked to a stop and dispatched eldest son Art to saddle his horse. The father rushed inside and emerged
            moments later, a Colt revolver tucked in his belt. He mounted up and rode slowly but directly toward the small gathering of
            auction customers. Before anyone could react, he drew his gun on the armed constables. They froze. Some in the group immediately
            took off running. Ahron marched the others at gunpoint toward his property line marked by an irrigation canal. He ordered
            them to swim for the other side.
         

         
         Ahron’s cold fury was as obvious as the muzzle of his Colt, but one of the businessmen in the group railed against the inconvenience
            and indignity of splashing across a fifteen-foot canal. He was threatening severe legal consequences when Ahron reached down
            from the saddle to grab a long-handled hoe. Suddenly, he was “Pancho Villa” Kerkorian, flailing the hoe wildly, nearly severing
            the recalcitrant man’s ear. Everyone promptly plunged into the water. Ahron was later arrested for assault. It was not, however,
            the last ride of Pancho Villa Kerkorian.
         

         
         Standard Oil Company sent a collector from San Francisco to serve a writ of attachment on the farm for an unpaid loan.2 Ahron didn’t much like creditors in the first place, but he also harbored suspicions that the big oil boys hadn’t been honest
            with him about the drilling potential on his land. Something snapped when William Breitinger showed up on Ahron’s property
            with that unwelcome writ. He ordered the man off his land. To emphasize the point, Ahron fired up his old 1916 Lincoln and
            started chasing Mr. Breitinger around the ranch. And when the car bogged down in a sandy patch, Pancho Villa jumped out, grabbed
            a grape stake, and chased the bill collector on foot.
         

         
         The oil company’s representative filed a criminal complaint alleging assault with a deadly weapon. This time friends had to
            post bond to get Ahron out of jail. About a year later Ahron returned to Bakersfield from his new home in Los Angeles and
            pleaded guilty to the lesser charge of simple assault. A ninety-day jail sentence was suspended. He was fined $50. The previous
            assault charge was later dropped.
         

         
          

         The Kerkorian family’s financial collapse and forced relocation to Los Angeles would be among the earliest and most unsettling
            memories of young Kerkor’s life. It also ushered in prolonged periods of economic uncertainty that would extend more than
            a decade—deep into the Great Depression. Missed rent payments and evictions, sometimes as often as every three months, repeatedly
            uprooted the family and made the boy a new kid in a new neighborhood over and over again.
         

         
         There were lessons to be learned from adapting and readapting to sudden changes, unfamiliar surroundings, and frequent disappointments.
            The bond growing from shared struggles and distress—“us against the world”—fostered fierce family loyalty and underscored
            the value of friendships over possessions.
         

         
         But all the moves were also chances for Kerkor to reinvent himself. A first step was to Americanize his name. In the big city,
            Kerkor became Kirk. And the farm boy who arrived in Southern California speaking only Armenian had to learn English on the
            streets of Los Angeles.
         

         
         By age nine Kirk was hawking the Evening Express on street corners, making about fifty cents a day and turning over pocketfuls of pennies to help support his family. His
            earliest experience with gambling was pitching pennies and bottle caps with fellow newsies.
         

         
         Ahron tried to stay in the farm business as a produce broker. For a time he had his own fruit stand near what is now Universal
            Studios at the intersection of Ventura and Lankershim Boulevards. With another Armenian neighbor he started a produce-hauling
            business, trucking fruit to the city from the San Joaquin Valley over the Tehachapi Mountains. Kirk’s older siblings, sometimes
            including sister Rose, drove the notoriously steep and winding Ridge Route over the mountains. The family enterprise ended
            after one summer growing season. The trucks were repossessed.
         

         
         In his teen years Kirk came to regard his father as a heroic figure. Ahron was the man who had sailed to America in steerage,
            landed in California without a dime, built that million-dollar agriculture empire and then lost it all—but who never stopped
            working hard and dreaming big. And he managed all the ups and downs despite the handicap of illiteracy, with what Kirk always
            regarded as “two strikes against him.”3

         
         With perhaps a mix of pride and chagrin, he would later describe his father as “a big, rough man who didn’t take anything
            from anybody.” But Kirk and his father shared an important gambler’s trait—a degree of comfort with risk.
         

         
         One of Ahron’s biggest scores came when he cornered the watermelon market in the Imperial Valley east of San Diego. Summer
            in that desertlike area had been uncommonly cool and overcast. Watermelon farmers accustomed to sunny days with temperatures
            well over one hundred degrees feared cucumber-sized crops and financial ruin. Many opted to cut their losses by suspending
            irrigation and saving on water costs.
         

         
         Ahron saw opportunity. He scraped together every dollar from his fruit stand business and drove more than two hundred miles
            to El Centro. He had enough cash to get an audience with just about every farmer in the region. Few could resist. Ahron found
            as many takers as he had cash for buyouts.
         

         
         As gambles go, it wasn’t like Ahron was shooting craps or wagering on pure chance. He was betting on the weather, something
            familiar to the farmer from Weedpatch. His was a big risk, but a smart bet. When the sun finally came out in the Imperial
            Valley, Ahron ended up with truckloads of big, ripe melons in the midst of a region-wide watermelon shortage. His watermelon
            jackpot was an $18,000 profit, a twenty-first century equivalent of about $250,000.
         

         
         Flush with cash, the family moved into a bigger house in a better neighborhood just west of the University of Southern California.
            Ahron bought a new car, invested in new business opportunities, and saw his small fortune once again ebb steadily away. Frequent
            family moves resumed all too soon.
         

         
         Kirk discovered early in those vagabond years that every new neighborhood and every new schoolyard was likely to be his own
            personal testing ground. His shy nature and slender build made him an easy target for bullies. But he was also scrappy and
            determined never to back down, even when the odds—and the sizes of his tormentors—were against him. Kirk became something
            of a legend among pals after a beating he suffered one afternoon on his way home from school.
         

         
         “This kid beat him up, really beat him up good,” recalled Leo Langlois, a friend who was there. “The next day, Kirk waited
            for this kid and fought him again. And the other kid beat him up again.”
         

         
         They did this for three or four days in a row. What Kirk noticed, even in defeat, was that each time they fought, the bully
            was a little less aggressive. What the bully noticed, even in triumph, was that Kirk was getting to be a serious nuisance.
            For Kirk, the contest was a matter of honor. For the bully, it was increasingly a chore. He was losing heart. Finally, Kirk
            was the last boy standing. The bully “kind’a gave up,” by Leo’s account. The fights stopped. “And they wound up being best
            of buddies.”
         

         
         As Kirk entered his teen years, his closest friends tended to be the sons of working-class immigrants of limited means. They
            called themselves “the League of Nations” for the diversity of their family origins—French, Swedish, Mexican, Armenian . . .
            and more. Their idea of mischief was slipping into entertainment venues, like movie houses or the car races at Ascot Speedway,
            without paying for admission. When Kirk’s sister, Rose, dropped out of school to dance in a vaudeville revue downtown, she
            offered her brother’s band of friends complimentary tickets. They declined the freebies.
         

         
         One night while waiting in the wings to go onstage, Rose gasped when she caught sight of Kirk and pal Norman Hungerford (the
            Swede) crawling across the backstage. They slipped down into the orchestra pit, jostling musicians, before disappearing into
            the dark rows of seats. When she confronted him after the show, he shrugged and said, “It was more fun to sneak in.” Something
            about a little danger clearly appealed to the prankster side of this otherwise mild-mannered kid.
         

         
          

         Public school held little interest for Kirk, and in all the family moves he was falling behind other boys his age academically.
            He was a bright enough student, but he was bored by the repetition of math. One of his worst subjects: geography. To Kirk
            the world was pretty small. He never traveled outside the two-hundred-mile stretch of California separating his Los Angeles
            home from his Fresno birthplace.
         

         
         His education ran into fresh difficulties when he entered Foshay Junior High School, just west of the Memorial Coliseum. Kirk’s
            growth spurts were adding to his length but not his heft. The campus bully was bigger—and better connected. His father was
            a gym teacher. Once again Kirk didn’t back down. A series of challenges and long-forgotten provocations led to an alley off
            campus. Minutes into the fray Kirk’s fist smashed the bully’s Adam’s apple. The brawl stopped as the coach’s son grabbed his
            throat, gasping for air and making desperate gurgling sounds.
         

         
         Kirk was promptly transferred to Jacob Riis School for Boys in South Los Angeles. It was only five miles away, but for the
            students sent to Riis it may as well have been South San Quentin. Discipline was corporal. The all-male faculty was armed
            with swinging two-inch, rivet-studded leather belts. And fights were more common than ever. Nonetheless, pal Norman missed
            his friend so much back at Foshay that he provoked scuffles of his own in order to be reunited with Kirk at Riis.
         

         
         After another year Norman moved on to high school. The closest Kirk got was some vocational training—an auto shop class at
            Metropolitan High School. It was enough for him to pick up some valuable mechanical skills, but it turned out to be the end
            of his formal education—the equivalent of eight grades.
         

         
         Kirk entered the Southern California job market as a middle-school dropout at the worst possible time—the depths of the Great
            Depression. It was the early 1930s. He had to settle for a series of odd jobs, caddying at the old Sunset Fields Golf Course
            on Crenshaw Boulevard, selling orange crates for curbside benches at the Pasadena Rose Parade, anything to bring home a few
            cents a day. Everyone in the family had to contribute. Art worked with Ahron in the produce brokering business. Rose danced.
            And Nish parlayed his schoolyard brawling into a hard-earned meal ticket as a boxer known on fight cards up and down the state
            as “the Armenian Assassin.” Kirk dreamed of his own prizefighter’s moniker—but he was still too young, too small . . . and
            too nice.
         

         
         In the fall of 1934, Kirk and Norman, both seventeen, were among the nation’s 11.3 million people looking for work—part of
            the official 21.6 percent unemployed that had prompted creation in 1933 of a New Deal program called the Civilian Conservation
            Corps (CCC). The goal was government-funded public works employment in national parks and forests for young men that would
            ease demand for the limited number of private sector jobs. The pay was $30 a month, more money than Kirk or Norman had ever
            made. One problem: the boys weren’t yet eighteen, the minimum age. Of course, getting into places where they didn’t belong
            had become something of a sport for these charter members of the League of Nations club. This time they begged their parents
            to lie a little . . . to swear that they were each a year older. It worked. The pair reported for duty at Fort MacArthur,
            a harbor area military reservation, where they donned World War I–era uniforms and got their assignment—the California Sierras.
         

         
         After an all-night train ride to Sequoia National Park, they went immediately to work. It was especially demanding high-altitude
            work—digging, chopping, and clearing paths on terrain like the 14,505-foot face of Mount Whitney and in the nearly inaccessible
            wilderness area of Mineral King.
         

         
         From day one there was an obvious difference between the limited stamina of city boys like Kirk and Norman and the superior
            endurance of farm-raised youths. Familiar faces from the Los Angeles train started disappearing as the workload and demanding
            schedule drove many to sneak off down the mountain to thumb rides home.
         

         
         Privately, Norman asked Kirk if they should bail out, too. Kirk shook his head.

         
         “Let’s stay. We can do it.”

         
         At first, “the farm boys pretty near killed us . . . we couldn’t keep up,” recalled Norman. “But we worked hard and we got
            tough.” The boys had signed on for six months, promising to work into April 1935. Winter turned out to be especially rugged.
            Kirk was snowed in for a time at an outpost camp in the high country. But their work so impressed CCC management that both
            were invited to stay on in the spring. It was good money and good experience, they agreed, but Kirk and his friend wanted
            their freedom back. And they wanted off the mountain.
         

         
          

         Kirk probably didn’t realize how much he had changed until he got home. He was as lean as ever, but more muscular. Rock hard
            where he had once been soft. Also, he was near his full height, right at the edge of five foot eleven, and a lot more confident.
            He and Norman lined up outside MGM Studios in Culver City along with dozens of other would-be day laborers late one afternoon
            and got the once-over from a job foreman looking for strong bodies—men who could move boulders on a movie set. They got the
            call. The boys spent a night shift pushing and shoving rocks around a big tank used for filming underwater scenes. They made
            $2.60 each, personal bests for a single day’s work.
         

         
         With regular work still hard to come by throughout the mid-1930s, Kirk turned entrepreneurial. He bought equipment for steam-cleaning
            car engines and rented space at a gas station as his operations center. Used car dealers became Kirk’s primary customers.
            He made enough money to start buying and trading old clunkers. He’d get them running with his auto shop skills, swap out bald
            tires for other used tires with a few more treads, and then wash, polish, and steam clean. Presto—he could clear a $15 profit.
         

         
         One of those who had noticed Kirk’s physical transformation after his CCC stint was Nish. His older brother’s own fighting
            days were over by the mid-1930s. After more than a hundred bouts, Nish had slowed down considerably. He stumbled easily. His
            equilibrium was off and his speech slurred. The Armenian Assassin hadn’t brought in any fight payouts for more than two years
            when he offered to teach an eager Kirk what he’d learned. Nish became Kirk’s backyard trainer.
         

         
         By late 1937, Kirk, now twenty years old, was learning footwork, defensive strategies, and counterpunching. He still didn’t
            pack a lot of weight in the ring, but he had other advantages—long arms, quickness, and an easy, graceful style. Kirk’s debut
            was a preliminary bout at the Hawthorne Arena a few miles south of Los Angeles. He won on points. But the fight that got the
            most attention came out of town a short time later—in Bakersfield, not far from Weedpatch.
         

         
         The Bakersfield Arena, in a converted barn on Twenty-Second Street, held up to twelve hundred spectators and was a popular
            venue for top California amateurs. Kirk must have hit town looking particularly young and inexperienced. Promoter Steve Strelich
            took Nish aside to warn him that Kirk’s opponent that night would be a seasoned amateur, undefeated in his first four fights.
         

         
         Kirk entered the ring for his four-round preliminary bout wearing hand-me-down gear from his older brother and a practiced
            air of confidence. But moments later, watching his opponent warm up and shadowbox in the far corner of the ring, Kirk’s expression
            darkened.
         

         
         “Nish, I can’t do it. I can’t fight the guy.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “Look at him! He’s no good. You can see that, can’t you? I might hurt him.”

         
         If Nish had any doubts about his little brother’s confidence, they disappeared in those moments before the prefight introductions.
            His advice was simple: “Look, Kirk, just go in and put him out quick—and he won’t get hurt much.”
         

         
         The bell rang.

         
         Kirk circled his foe at the center of the ring, moved in close, and kept him busy deflecting a left jab . . . jab . . . jab . . .
            jab. The kid never saw the right hand that staggered him, an uppercut to the side of his face. Kirk saw his eyes go dead.
            Seconds into the first round the bout was over and Kirk had his first knockout—and a feeling he would never forget.
         

         
         “There’s nothing like it,” he would say. “The most beautiful feeling in the world is when you know it’s the other guy that’s
            going down.”4

         
         For making the drive over the Tehachapi Range that evening and spending a few seconds in the ring, Kirk pocketed $4 in amateur
            expenses. He also went home with a cherished keepsake, his new fighter’s nickname—“Rifle Right” Kerkorian.
         

         
         Early success brought Kirk to the attention of George Blake, a prominent fight referee and manager from Westlake Park (what
            is now the MacArthur Park area of Los Angeles). He had a private training facility. Nish took his brother in to spar and work
            out under Blake’s supervision. Kirk was invited to join Blake’s stable of potential professionals.
         

         
         Through the year and into mid-1939, Kirk won thirty-three of thirty-seven fights and was never knocked out. His only losses
            were decisions. But he was frustrated by Blake’s refusal to let him go pro. In response, Kirk sometimes took on bigger opponents
            to prove he could stand a pounding.
         

         
         At another fight in Bakersfield against the bigger Johnny Mendoza, who outweighed Kirk by fifteen pounds, press accounts5 described how Kerkorian “uncorked a stunning salvo of right crosses and uppercuts to the chin” to turn Mendoza’s jitterbug
            style “to a slow waltz.” Kirk went on to win the Pacific Coast amateur welterweight championship.
         

         
         Still, Blake worried that Kirk wasn’t putting on enough weight. He seemed to consider the youngest Kerkorian too fragile.
            Sure, he had the grit and drive of a champion, he had classic boxing skills, he had endurance, and he always got up on those
            rare occasions when he was knocked down. But he also needed to be able to take heavy body blows and shake them off. That required
            more physical heft. Blake feared that Kirk could get seriously hurt and end up physically impaired like his brother.
         

         
         The issue remained unresolved that day when Kirk touched down after his first plane ride with Ted O’Flaherty. Within weeks
            of that fifteen-minute flight over Alhambra, Kirk was back in a Bakersfield ring to win a decision over Buddy Souza of Fresno.
            The victory preserved Kirk’s Pacific Coast amateur welterweight title. It also marked Rifle Right’s last big fight.6

         
          

         Kirk’s new love was flying—and she was a demanding mistress. He needed more money to pay for $3-an-hour flight lessons. So
            he took an extra job at a bowling alley bar as a bouncer. He saved fifty cents a lesson by declining the parachute rental
            during practice loops and rolls. Kirk also looked for flight academies that might admit a middle-school dropout but was repeatedly
            disappointed. Many even required some college.
         

         
         Along with O’Flaherty, Kirk enrolled in night school classes to study the same math that once bored him as a schoolboy. He
            had to solve the mysteries of a compass and protractor. He had plenty of motivation now. Math was essential to all aspects
            of aviation. From navigating to tracking fuel consumption, a pilot’s computations were serious matters . . . life or death
            matters. And Kirk now had one overriding goal in life: a pilot’s license.
         

         
         Sometime around the spring of 1940, a newspaper advertisement caught Kirk’s attention. The famous American aviatrix Florence
            “Pancho” Barnes had opened a flight school at her dairy farm in the Mojave Desert—the Happy Bottom Ranch and Riding Club.
            Pancho was a Hollywood stunt pilot and the reigning “fastest woman” in the sky after topping Amelia Earhart’s speed record
            a decade earlier.7

         
         Kirk hitched a ride more than eighty-five miles to the Mojave and made Pancho a proposition. He was short on education and
            money for flight lessons, but he was willing to work hard. If that meant getting up at dawn to milk cows, slop hogs, and muck
            out the barn, Kirk was ready to start immediately.
         

         
         Pancho Barnes seemed very impressed with the young man’s initiative and obvious ambition. She also may have found it especially
            hard to turn away such a polite, good-looking young man so eager to fly that he would shovel manure every day. In any case,
            she winked away her own requirement of a high school diploma and Kirk became one of fifteen young men entering her next flight
            academy class later that year.
         

         
         The timing was a happy coincidence for both of them. It turned out that Pancho, like Kirk, was in financial difficulties.
            The farm wasn’t self-sufficient. Fortunately for the Happy Bottom’s bottom line, there were other would-be young aviators
            with cash to pay for flight training. And extra farmhands like Kirk helped keep dairy costs down.
         

         
         After morning chores, ground school was a short drive to Antelope Valley Junior College. Flight instruction was in the afternoon.
            And evenings were story times. Pancho regaled her cadets with tales of barnstorming, air derbies, and stunt flying—spiced
            with accounts of Hollywood parties and her work for filmmaker Howard Hughes. On the weekends, Kirk hitched a ride back to
            Los Angeles to see his family and talk planes with O’Flaherty. His friend drove him back to the Happy Bottom on Sunday nights.
         

         
         For entertainment they sometimes stopped in to the newest nightspot in Hollywood, a dance club called the Palladium on Sunset
            Boulevard. That’s where Kirk met a dark-haired beauty with a cinematic smile from Nebraska. She was a dental assistant named
            Hilda Schmidt. Everyone called her Peggy. She lived in Lincoln Heights, one of Kirk’s old neighborhoods on the east side of
            town. She had a warm but quiet demeanor and, like Kirk, a sense of style in her dress. Peggy was an instant hit with the Kerkorian
            clan. Most important, sister Rose approved: “She was so pretty . . . a really good lady.” But the couple’s romance still had
            to fit in between Kirk’s flight lessons and extended stays at the Happy Bottom.
         

         
          

         Kirk came out of Pancho’s flight academy barely six months after plunging into intense pilot training and physically rigorous
            farm chores. Kirk’s sister, for one, was confident of his new aviation skills but highly skeptical that he’d learned much
            about dairy operations. “Kirk don’t know how to milk a cow!” she insisted. But he turned out to be a top student where it
            counted most. When he left the academy, Kirk had already qualified for a commercial pilot’s license. And he already had a
            job offer.
         

         
         Nearly two years of war in Europe had created a huge demand for trained pilots. And despite official U.S. neutrality, the
            American military was rapidly preparing for what seemed its inevitable future role in the fighting. Kirk was needed immediately
            by a civilian defense contractor in the Salinas Valley to teach aviation cadets for the U.S. Army Air Force. In the rush to
            fill that job, no one at the company had bothered to ask about gaps in Kirk’s formal education. He could fly. He could teach.
            He was hired.
         

         
         He reported to King City, a small farm town with few lodging choices. Flight instructors had to rent rooms in the homes of
            local residents. Their mission was to fast-track national preparedness for war in the air. Paul Blackman and Kirk were fellow
            instructors and roommates. They considered it a matter of personal pride to get their cadets through training. “The need was
            great, the pressure was great, and we did all that we could possibly do,” Blackman recalled.
         

         
         But for Kirk, still wrapped up in the romance of flying, a significant downside to the job was flunking unfit young aviators.
            He hated that almost as much as he hated making speeches to his students. He avoided the speeches, but his low tolerance for
            mistakes and recklessness made him a demanding instructor. He often repeated the mantra of Dick Lentine, his first trainer:
            “There are old pilots and there are bold pilots—but there are no old, bold pilots.”
         

         
         The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor intensified pressure on pilot training. It also had a sobering effect on Kirk’s personal
            life. He made time for a return to Los Angeles where he proposed to Peggy. They were wed at Trinity Lutheran Church on January
            24, 1942. He signed their license with his formal name, “Kerkor.” Nish was his best man. The newlyweds returned to the King
            City area and their first home together in nearby Greenfield.
         

         
         Kirk was also starting to weigh his career options. Some of his friends and fellow instructors were moving on to fly multiengine
            transport planes for the government. Canada was looking for American civilians to ferry freshly built warplanes to Great Britain.
            Kirk also considered enlisting. As a flight instructor and defense contractor, Kirk was exempt from the draft but he was also
            confined to light planes, basic training aircraft like the PT-17 Stearman. It was a biplane, a favorite of crop dusters, with
            a cruising speed of ninety-five miles per hour. In an emergency, it could land between the goalposts on a football field.
            It was, to an ambitious aviator, like riding a bike with training wheels. The single-wing PT-19 Fairchild was only slightly
            faster. Kirk was eager for bigger challenges. He was also conflicted—drawn to playing a more direct role in the war but comfortable
            in his new life with Peggy.
         

         
         He was still in the Salinas Valley in the summer of 1942 when Kirk’s pilot-training skills earned him a major promotion—to
            flight commander for the Morton Air Academy, a defense contractor operating in the Southern California desert. He would be
            issued an officer’s rank in the U.S. Army Air Force Training Command but retain his civilian status. Lieutenant Kirk Kerkorian
            and his bride reported to Blythe. Compared to the lush vegetable-growing region around King City, Blythe more closely resembled
            a bleak lunar plain—except where the Colorado River cut a swath of green along the California-Arizona border.
         

         
         Kirk was troubled to learn that Executive Officer Roger Pryor, a Hollywood actor and bandleader, expected him to address his
            first class of flight cadets with a brief welcoming speech. He nearly panicked. Surely the actor was better suited for public
            speaking, he suggested. But Pryor insisted that Kirk had to step up and speak. There is no record of what Kirk had to say,
            but his remarks reportedly were short of sixty seconds. And the awkward moment would long rank among Kirk’s most uncomfortable
            recollections.
         

         
         As it turned out, Morton Air Academy was one of the flight schools young Kirk had contacted when first shopping for pilot
            lessons. He was rejected for lack of a high school diploma. Now, because of proven piloting skills and valuable training experience,
            he was employed less than three years later by that very same academy . . . and in a senior management capacity.
         

         
         Kirk was fully qualified by skill and experience for the academy position, but he was sometimes haunted by fear that his academic
            shortcomings might be found out. He asked a friend of a friend of a Los Angeles school official for a measure of bureaucratic
            insurance. It arrived in the form of a letter saying, to whom it may concern, Mr. Kerkorian was a graduate of Metropolitan
            High School in Los Angeles. It went unquestioned into Kirk’s permanent record.
         

         
         His pals in the old League of Nations would have been proud. And though Kirk continued to feel self-conscious about his poor
            education, in Blythe at that time he mostly felt liberated from the fear that it might come back to haunt him—or even knock
            him out of the sky.
         

         
          

         It wasn’t long before Kirk was chafing over his limited role in the war effort. He was twenty-five years old, and the world
            was blowing up. But he was going to work every morning in far-flung Blythe. It was the cadets he was training who would get
            to fly the skies over exotic places and perform heroic duty, living lives that Kirk could only dream about. He was tired of
            being a distant spectator, and he was losing his enthusiasm for teaching instead of doing. He wanted to fly the biggest and
            fastest planes. He wanted in on the action. He wanted to see the world, but he’d never even been out of California.
         

         
         As an aviator, he had no shortage of other options. He was offered a captain’s commission in the U.S. Army Air Force, but
            that was more of the same—flight-training work. And joining the military had serious drawbacks. He told Rose that he was reluctant
            to give up his civilian status.
         

         
         The army could order him here, there, or anywhere. It didn’t appeal to Kirk’s independent nature. He wanted to call his own
            shots. “I’d like to think for myself,” he told his sister. Besides, he had heard the call of the North. The Royal Air Force
            Ferry Command needed contract pilots to fly new warplanes across the North Atlantic for the astonishing sum of $1,000 a month.
            Rose knew he was sold even before he added, “And I’ll still be a civilian.”
         

         
         Kirk was confident he could qualify. He met all the preliminary requirements: a commercial pilot’s license, more than enough
            recorded flight hours . . . and that high school diploma.
         

         
         In the spring of 1943 Kirk and Peggy pulled out of Blythe and headed for Montreal’s Dorval Field. It was an exciting time
            for both of them. They moved into a redbrick apartment in the Mount Royal neighborhood. Kirk found the Ferry Command operations
            an exhilarating beehive of activity and the variety of aircraft awaiting delivery a pilot’s dream. He was thrown in with a
            gifted and colorful assortment of bush pilots, old-time barnstormers, stunt flyers, and commercial airline crews.8

         
         Demand for more pilots paralleled a growing war demand for more planes delivered faster. A steady stream of ferry crew casualties
            also fed demand for fresh recruits. The roster of dead and missing flight crews was well on its way to exceeding five hundred
            when Kirk came to town.
         

         
         His class of replacements would fill a gap left by one devastating crash in February of a four-engine B-24 Liberator. It was
            shuttling several crews back from Scotland when it encountered monster headwinds and ran out of fuel. It was ten miles short
            of the Gander airfield in easternmost Newfoundland when it crashed. Nineteen fliers died.
         

         
         Flying the North Atlantic was something very new in those early war years. Commercial airlines didn’t do it. It was widely
            considered unflyable. Only aviation pioneers had dared challenge the treacherous weather and unforgiving terrain. Charles
            Lindbergh had made his famous flight to Paris only fifteen years before Kirk moved to Montreal. And Lindbergh spent months
            preparing for his crossing. Once Kirk was cleared for the ferry service, he would be expected to make two crossings every
            month in all sorts of weather with planes so fresh off the assembly lines that each transatlantic crossing would double as
            its test flight.
         

         
         Ground school placed a heavy emphasis on navigation, meteorology, and North Atlantic geography. Then came the Link trainer
            for simulated crises—like lost engines, those monster headwinds, icing conditions, fog, storms, anything unexpected. Learning
            on the job over the North Atlantic was inevitable to some extent . . . but it wasn’t recommended.
         

         
         Kirk had to go under a hood and demonstrate that he could fly blind, by instruments only, maintaining a course within five
            degrees of straight and within an altitude variation of no more than a hundred feet. He had to account for the effects of
            wind on speed, course, and fuel consumption. And he had to navigate in clouds or by night and without benefit of a radio.
         

         
         Any graduate of the RAF training program who moved directly into command of an aircraft did so on the basis of performance—after
            demonstrating skill and accuracy in calculating, navigating, and flying. Out of his class of nearly a hundred, Kirk was one
            of only three immediately awarded the RAF captain’s insignia. He liked the way it looked on his RAF uniform. The civilian
            pilots all wore RAF uniforms, as Kirk would recall, “in case you were shot down in enemy territory, they wouldn’t shoot ya.”
         

         
         Kirk’s first flight was the twin-engine Lockheed Hudson he had trained on at Dorval Field. It was pure adventure—once he remembered
            to trim his flaps for the extra fuel load. He seemed amazed to find himself in such an exotic place. The kid from Weedpatch
            who’d never been out of California was steering a course through the clouds to Prestwick, Scotland!
         

         
         It was a long flight, made longer by a series of refueling stops along the way. He chose a route from Montreal to Gander,
            then to Greenland and Iceland, before a 750-mile final leg over open ocean to Scotland’s west coast. His first landing at
            Greenland’s Bluie West One airfield fit in his memory somewhere between a thrill and a chill.
         

         
         The only approach was up a narrow fjord with the remains of a sunken freighter serving as a directional indicator. Shooting
            the wave tops between black rock walls, there was no margin for error. But there were seldom any margins for error in the
            Ferry Command.
         

         
         One night in a snow squall, Kirk was lifting off out of Gander when he encountered severe turbulence just beyond the end of
            the runway. The fuel-laden bomber began to sink. It took all his strength and both hands to hold it steady. Snow-flocked trees
            flashed by perilously close to the ship’s belly. He was squinting into the harsh reflection of his headlights in the snow,
            half-blinded but afraid to let go and reach for the light switch. It may have been a couple of minutes—it seemed like forever—before
            he could pull up his landing gear and snap off the lights. It was, to that time, his most harrowing moment in the sky. But
            icing lurked as the biggest villain waiting in the skies.
         

         
         It seemed that everyone working the North Atlantic routes eventually had his struggles with ice building up on wing and flap
            surfaces. It could alter aerodynamics enough to turn a beautiful flying machine into something more like a rock. Ice forced
            Kirk into emergency landings at least twice, once over Quebec9 and again at Reykjavik after heavy icing on that final leg to Prestwick forced him to turn around.
         

         
         Icing was a killer that left few clues. It was considered the most likely culprit in dozens of unsolved ferry aircraft disappearances.
            Incident reports10 had haunting similarities:
         

         
         “8 Dec 42: Lost out of Gander . . .”

         
         “6 Dec 43: Lost out of Goose Bay . . .”

         
         “7 Mar 44: Lost out of Reykjavik . . .”

         
         These and others like them accounted for losses without a trace—no debris, no bodies, no flight recordings, no explanations.

         
         And icing wasn’t the only killer. Did the crew get lost . . . run out of fuel . . . encounter a violent storm . . . have some
            sort of mechanical failure? Kirk had “two very dear friends who disappeared completely” on Mosquito deliveries. He tried not
            to dwell on the risks or his very private concerns that “these were a lot
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