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  Introduction: The Scrivener


  In the spring of 1990 my friend Frank Strunk took me to Las Vegas. He lured me into a casino, my first time, his zillionth, and introduced me to the fine points of blackjack and craps. Even before my second $100 bill had been poked down into the darkness of the drop box under craps table number five at the Flamingo Hilton, I knew that I had found the missing piece in my life. I already had a fine career and a world-class wife, but I had no compelling hobby. Now I had found casino gambling, and the world suddenly was a better place.


  Casino gambling is not a hobby I can recommend to everyone. It has, after all, ruined lives. But for me it is, like eating Quaker Oats, the right thing to do. Craps, blackjack, roulette, and slot machines create for me the same dramatic excitement that I get from watching a good film, reading a detective novel, or watching the Boston Celtics clobber the Detroit Pistons. But with an important difference: I can play in the game, I can act in the drama. And equally important, casino gambling screens out what Marilyn French has called “the shit and string beans of life.” For me a casino is the ultimate escape from deadline worries, tax bills, leaky faucets, Madonna, telemarketers, junk mail, and treacherous politicians.


  Why am I telling you this?


  Because while legions of scandalmongers have slipped Las Vegas under the tarnished lenses of their microscopes in order to write stories of bankrupt lives, depraved hookers, Mafia-owned entertainers, and high-strung gangsters lurking in the shadows of that well-lighted town, I’m obliged to admit that I bring to this story a very different bias: I like Las Vegas. I like the flip of the card, the roll of the dice. I like the sound of guys shouting “Yo” at the craps table and the way young women shriek for joy when they drain 100 silver dollars out of a slot machine. I like catching three of a kind at a poker table. I like every one of those colored bulbs that glitter like cheap jewelry up and down Las Vegas Boulevard, and I like pretty cocktail waitresses in skimpy outfits. What’s not to like? And I like the people who run Las Vegas, many of whom don’t even own a handgun, never mind a submachine gun.


  So the author likes casinos. I’m surely not going to write a book about something I hate, like, for example, the cauliflower industry. But it does raise suspicions. Who is this guy, you might ask, some shill for the gaming industry?


  Let’s be clear. It’s okay for me to like casinos in general, but it would not be okay if I had a bias toward my specific subject, which, in this case, is Circus Circus Enterprises, Inc. Las Vegas is the capital of puffery, and I certainly don’t want to add to the mountains of marshmallow fluff that are written daily by paid public relations people.


  On the other hand, I didn’t pick Circus Circus because I knew of some great scandal in the executive suite, or because its corporate story was filled with conflict and turbulence. I picked it because there’s no sense in writing a book about a company that is second best or third best when the best is made available to you. If I had been lucky enough to uncover something shameful in this public corporation I’d have been delighted to write it. But it didn’t work out that way, and for the most part this is a pretty complimentary look at the company, though I can tell you right now that it does have a shocking ending, which occurred after I wrote the book, and which I have noted in the Epilogue.


  In any case, you have a right to know just what arrangements I’ve made with Circus Circus. Why did the company give me such free access to its properties and its people? Did the executives offer to pay me? Did they threaten to shoot me? We’ll get to all of that soon.


  Having discovered casino gambling, and being a writer, I naturally wanted to write a book about Las Vegas. The wisdom of such a career move could not be more obvious. “Look, honey,” I could say to my wife, Gail, “this trip to Las Vegas is not for gambling. It’s for research, research.”


  Specifically, I decided that I wanted to write a book about the gaming industry. (And it is the gaming industry, by the way. They don’t like it when you call it gambling.) I wanted to learn, and then describe, how the exotic and exciting gaming industry works, how a group of tough, but honest, businessmen have succeeded marvelously at something that nobody has been able to duplicate anywhere else in the world. I wanted to go into the boardrooms where the billion-dollar decisions are made, and into the “eye in the sky” where high-tech equipment and street-smart detectives combine to spot every false move, every vanishing chip. I wanted to go into the counting rooms, into the marketing department where the product is molded and pitched, into every nook and cranny of a fascinating corporation that starts each day with $15 million in cash in the till, more than any bank branch office.


  I wanted to tell a story about success and failure in one of America’s most glamorous, fascinating, and unique industries, and to show you how profoundly America’s attitude toward gambling has changed. I wanted to do all that, then write it up for those who share my interest. Also, of course, I wanted to have an excuse to go to Las Vegas on business. And I knew from the beginning that I could best describe the gaming industry by focusing my lens on one major casino hotel.


  I chose the Mirage.


  The Mirage, after all, was shiny and glamorous, a glittering new toy on the Las Vegas Strip. It was an imposing white tower with an erupting (every fifteen minutes after dark) volcano out front, caged white tigers inside, and a pool of dolphins out back. Heavyweight champions’ noses were bloodied at the Mirage. The salaries of movie stars were stacked on baccarat tables at the Mirage. And the Mirage’s top man, Steve Wynn, was a colorful guy who starred in his own television commercials with Frank Sinatra. Las Vegas kingpins are a notoriously shy breed, but this guy was willing to dress up like a clown to bring in the bettors, so the Mirage made sense.


  But the Mirage didn’t work out.


  For one thing, I was told that Steve Wynn didn’t want to teach people how to run a casino through the pages of my book. (An objection that might draw giggles at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, which requires a four-year curriculum to accomplish the same thing.) For another, I soon realized that the Mirage, though it would later become a truly great business success story, was not yet a lock. The place was raking in more money than any local hotel, but it also had a mega-nut to meet, and its financial performance tended to fluctuate wildly. One wrong turn in the economy and Wynn’s billion-dollar playpen could head south. I sure as hell didn’t want to write a book that says, “Hey guys, this is state-of-the-art management in the gaming industry,” only to have my subject’s stock dropping like a skydiver without a parachute when my book came out.


  Scratch the Mirage.


  So there I was sitting in my room at the Golden Nugget (another Steve Wynn hotel) in downtown Las Vegas, with five days left on my first research trip, and no subject for my book. I had two other casino hotels on my list: Circus Circus and the Excalibur. They were both colorful, themed hotels with brand names, and they seemed to be making buckets of money.


  So I decided to call Glenn Schaeffer.


  Schaeffer was the number two man at Circus Circus. His name had appeared a few months earlier in a small item I had clipped from The Wall Street Journal. The item was about William Bennett, top man at Circus Circus, who had announced that he would be retiring soon. Wall Street and its journal take notice of such things, for reasons which we will get to. So the Journal ran a little piece about Bennett and mentioned, among other things, the impending promotion of this guy Glenn Schaeffer to president. He was already chief financial officer. What caught my eye was the fact that Schaeffer was a graduate of the Iowa Writers’ Workshop, arguably the most prestigious writing program in the country. Iowa is not a place you go to if you want to learn how to write annual reports. You go there to become the next John Irving, Flannery O’Connor, or John Gardner, all of whom graduated from the workshop, as did Schaeffer’s friend, John Falsey, the Emmy-winning TV writer and coproducer of Northern Exposure. How interesting, I thought at the time, that a trained writer is running the finances of a major gaming company. I was glad to see one of my own kind making good. I figured this guy would probably help me make some contacts in Vegas, no matter which hotel I was writing about. I didn’t know it, of course, but out of all the available Las Vegas names, I had homed in on the man who would probably be the most important person in the gaming industry in the 1990s. (In fact, according to some of the stock analysts I talked to later, Schaeffer already was the most important person in the gaming industry.)


  So from the Golden Nugget I called Schaeffer and told him I wanted to discuss the possibility of building my gaming industry book around Circus Circus. He asked me to come over that afternoon.


  Most of the Las Vegas casinos can be found in one of two areas: downtown or the Strip. Imagine a banjo that is a mile long and lit up like a Roman candle. (Well, to be really honest with the imagery, we’d have to say a banjo that somebody has broken over his knee.) Downtown is the belly of the banjo. It consists of a dozen or so blocks of brash and colorful casinos with names like the Four Queens, Binion’s Horseshoe, Lady Luck, and the Las Vegas Club. The broken neck of the banjo, running from downtown south for two miles to Interstate 10, is that part of Las Vegas Boulevard which is known as the Strip.


  Circus Circus is on the west side of the Strip about a third of the way from downtown. It’s a big birthday cake of a building, a tent-roofed pink and white big top that is home to the largest permanent circus in the world. The 120-foot-high sign out front, featuring Lucky the Clown, who is to Circus Circus what Ronald McDonald is to McDonald’s, cost $1 million and was once the biggest free-standing sign in the world. At first glance Circus Circus looks like a fun place where you would find a two-dollar blackjack table, but it does not seem particularly impressive in a town that has the Mirage, the Excalibur, the Las Vegas Hilton, and (twenty-five miles away) the seventy-story Hoover Dam. In fact, Circus Circus is a much bigger operation than, say, the Super Bowl, but from the front most of its size is hidden, so if you use the valet parking and walk in from the front, you are unlikely to guess that you are entering the fifth-largest hotel world. (The first four, the Excalibur, the Flamingo Hilton, the Mirage, and Bally’s, are on the same street.)


  Casinos are the black holes in the Las Vegas universe. They suck in any adult who comes within fifty feet with money in his or her pocket. The hotels are designed to funnel you into the casino as quickly as possible and from as many different directions as possible. So when I got into Circus Circus I was quickly swallowed up by the casino and, as I had a few minutes to spare, I felt obliged to place a roulette bet on red, which was the predominant color of the hotel.


  Ten minutes later and twenty dollars richer, I checked out the circus midway and the arcade games on the mezzanine, then took a narrow elevator up to the Circus Circus executive offices.


  I waited for Schaeffer in the receptionist’s lobby. They didn’t have Newsweek or Mad magazine on the coffee table so I thumbed through what they did have, a Circus Circus annual report. There I discovered something that everybody in Las Vegas, except me, already knew. Circus Circus and the Excalibur are part of the same corporation. It is called Circus Circus Enterprises, Inc., and in reading the annual report, I learned that CCE at that moment owned 7 properties, had 13,280 employees, operated 436,400 square feet of casino space, rented out 10,173 hotel rooms, and was the industry’s most profitable company, and that all of these figures were tops in the industry. I also learned a lot of positive stuff about shares outstanding, total market value, stockholders’ equity, and earnings per share before nonrecurring items, but that kind of stuff can be boring as hell if you don’t own stock, so let’s not go into it.


  Most impressive to me was the fact that the corporation’s latest product, the Excalibur, was the world’s biggest hotel, and had operated that first year, 1990, at 100 percent occupancy. Moreover, CCE didn’t fill those bedrooms by rustling its own customers. The pink birthday cake on the Strip, which had maintained the highest occupancy rate in Las Vegas for every single year since Nixon’s resignation, still ran at 99 percent in 1991.


  Before I put down the annual report I was struck by two things: One, Circus Circus Enterprises was clearly the big success story in the gaming industry. And two, I had come perilously close to making an utter fool of myself. Can you imagine me sitting down with the second top man in the company, coming on like a big-time writer and saying, “Well, I’m thinking of writing the book about you guys, but I have to be honest with you, I’ve also been talking with the Excalibur”?


  For a man in his position, Glenn Schaeffer turned out to be young almost to the point of offensiveness. I guessed he was in his late twenties, though it turned out he was in his late thirties. Schaeffer’s youth was troubling until I reminded myself that there were prepubescent rock stars and baseball players from third world countries who could buy half a million shares of Circus Circus stock, which was trading at 36 on that particular day, in case you’re interested.


  Schaeffer was a good-looking young fellow, trim and fit, it seemed, and he had an accent that I guessed was from one of those rectangular states. On the phone he had used words as if they cost him a dollar each—”Fine,” “Come.”


  “Two o’clock” had been his end of the conversation—but now he seemed friendlier, though still a bit cool.


  He used good strong words like “advocate” and “vociferous” right from the beginning. Clearly he was bright, and I would have laid 2 to 1 that he was one of those brainy kids who finished his math test and managed to sharpen all of his pencils and number the pages in his notebooks while you and I were still trying to remember which was the subtrahend and which was the subtracter. Anyhow, the important thing about Schaeffer’s youth and his looks and his demeanor is that I could tell right away he was not a gangster. And I should know. I had just written four books in a row about murderers, a fact which I was not anxious to share with my host.


  We probed for a while, me trying not to spook Schaeffer with my true-crime writing background, and him trying to figure out just what I wanted. He asked a lot of questions. He was trying to decide whether or not to ask his company’s chairman for his blessing on this book.


  Now, if you happen to run a company and you’re not dumping deadly toxins into the local water supply, skimming profits, exploiting child laborers, or peddling shoddy merchandise, why would you not want a writer to come along and publish a book that basically says your company is better at making widgets than anybody else?


  The answer can be found on bookshelves.


  The literature on Las Vegas historically has been heavily weighted toward the negative. Comparatively speaking, Sodom and Gomorrah got off easy. Las Vegas, it has been written, is a city of shattered dreams, a city where mobsters still pull strings, a city where pathetic showgirls load their tits with silicone to squeeze a few extra years out of their careers before they turn to prostitution. And it is a city where toothless retirees pour their last quarters into soulless slot machines that never pay anybody. Much of the Las Vegas literature is marked by that smug anti-gambling paternalism in which the writer effectively tells the reader, Stay away, you’re not smart enough to run your own life. All of this is laughable to anybody who knows anything about Las Vegas, but it isn’t really so funny when your living depends on bringing people to town. So the people who run the gaming industry have been understandably press-shy. They’ve been burned too many times. Writers rank in their esteem somewhere below arsonists and card counters. And why not? If you owned an auto plant, and most of the writing about cars had focused on air pollution, fatal accidents, and faulty parts, would you want a book written about your company?


  Schaeffer and I talked about all of this. He was, I think, concerned that I might put Circus Circus into a book that featured gangsters and naked showgirls, and maybe even an Elvis sighting or two at one of the big hotels. He probably would not have been disappointed if I had just walked away. But I think he was intrigued, too, by the possibility that I might get the story right.


  “Of course,” he said, and he said it a few times, “we’re a public company, so you could go ahead and write a book about us whether we like it or not.”


  Technically, he was correct. Of course, that book would require ten times as much work and would be as boring as unsalted peanut butter, but I didn’t share that with him.


  So, to make a long story medium in length, Schaeffer and I agreed that I would write a book about the gaming industry and that it would be mostly about Circus Circus Enterprises, Inc. Subject to the company’s approval, CCE would give me complete access to its properties and its employees. I would do several in-depth interviews with William G. Bennett, the father of the new Las Vegas, something no reporter had ever done. I would talk to marketing people, hotel managers, casino managers, dealers, and pit bosses; I would tour the eye-in-the-sky security, the properties in Reno and Laughlin, Nevada, the back offices; I would see how they count the money, guard the chips, protect the games; I would see how they get their customers and keep them; I would find out what exactly the product is and how Las Vegas in general, and Circus Circus in particular, have been able to package that product and sell it better than anybody in the history of the world.


  So here’s where we get to the part about my arrangement with Circus Circus. What did the company big shots want in return for all this cooperation? Did they want me to say only nice things about them? Did they want me to put the best possible face on everything? Of course they did, wouldn’t you?


  And what did I want in return? Did I want complimentary room and meals during my Las Vegas visits? Did I want beautiful girls sent to my room, and a sack full of green chips left at my door every morning? You bet. But I didn’t ask for anything and they didn’t offer. In fact, only a single string was attached to the deal. In return for all the cooperation CCE was giving me, the company wanted one thing: Everything I wrote about it must be true. I could interpret facts any way I wanted, I could choose what to include and what to leave out, I could mix my metaphors and split my infinitives, but I couldn’t lie. That was the deal.


  So, in the interest of disclosure, here is a list of everything I got for free from Circus Circus while I was writing this book:


  January 21, 1991. My wife and I ate dinner at the Circus Circus Steak House. Emmett Michaels, director of corporate security, took care of the check. (Circus Circus claims, by the way, to have the best steaks in Las Vegas, but at least twelve other hotels make the same claim.)


  January 24, 1991. I had lunch at the Skyway Restaurant at Circus Circus with Mel Larsen, executive vice president, marketing. Larsen took care of the check.


  June 4, 1992. My friend Frank Strunk and I both had prime rib, the king-sized cut, at the Excalibur’s Sir Galahad Restaurant, again courtesy of Emmett Michaels.


  So that’s about it for bribes. I got no free bedrooms. In fact, on my Las Vegas trips I didn’t even stay at a CCE hotel. I stayed at my favorite Las Vegas hotel, the Rio. (And no, they didn’t give me anything for free, either.)


  “So okay, Gary,” you’re thinking, “you’re not on the take. Big deal. I’ve never been to Las Vegas and I have no plans to go. Furthermore, I’m not even interested in the business, I just picked up this book in the bookstore because my ex-wife came in and I needed something to hide behind. Why should I care how a casino works?”


  The answer, as you will see, is that if you live in the United States there’s a better than even chance that casino gambling will soon touch your life.


  1


  The King


  On the second floor of the Circus Circus Hotel in Las Vegas, hidden from the view of customers, there is a corridor of corporate offices. The offices are cool and efficient places, filled with wood and brass and leather, nothing garish, nothing glitzy, no hint at all that they are the heart of a particularly raucous and flashy business. In one surprisingly modest office, the sixty-eight-year-old chairman of CCE, William G. Bennett, sits behind a desk.


  He can wear whatever he wants to wear, so there is no jacket, no necktie. Just a silky short-sleeved shirt open at the collar, dress trousers, and loafers. He wears glasses, his hair is silver, and often when he talks he places his hands lightly on the desk, leans back in his swivel chair, and stares at the ceiling. By one hand is an ashtray and a pack of Merit cigarettes, by the other a glass of fruit juice. Though one can sense in him the energy that must have electrified him over the years, Bennett now seems like a man who is almost ready to sit by the pool and enjoy the fruits of his career. He speaks slowly, seems at times to be completely lost in thought. He has, after all, announced his retirement.


  On this particular day Bennett has been asked to go back in time, to think about the event that caused him to swerve from the path of life he was on, in a direction that would eventually make him the most successful entrepreneur in the history of the gaming industry.


  The moment is no pleasure to recall.


  Bennett was a thirty-seven-year-old highly successful businessman in Phoenix, Arizona, when he heard the words that would change his life.


  “Barbara will be dead within a year.”


  The words were spoken by a doctor whom Bennett respected. Barbara, still in her thirties, was Bennett’s beloved wife. She suffered from a congenital heart problem.


  This was a tragedy that would slice like a knife across Bill Bennett’s life, dividing it into two distinct halves. Before, Bennett had lived most of his life in Arizona. After Barbara, he would live in Nevada. Before, he operated a chain of furniture stores scattered around the Southwest. After Barbara’s death, he would change the face of an industry. Before, he could see his marriage and his career as one long fruitful line stretching out before him. After Barbara, William Bennett would go broke, marry a second wife, Lynn, build a second career, and do for a second time what few people did even once. He would make a fortune.


  But in 1962, when he got the dreadful news, Bennett’s career no longer was of any importance. The rough and tumble of business seemed suddenly trivial. Money became unimportant, except for its ability to buy a life of quality in the months that were left for Barbara Bennett.


  “Time was suddenly the most precious commodity,” Bennett says now. “What mattered then was that Barbara and I spend her remaining days together.”


  Like many women who marry very successful men, Barbara had learned that what she could afford was not always what she could have. She had always yearned to travel, and there was money to do it with, but she had rarely been able to pull Bennett away from business. She was married to a man who liked to keep his hands on the controls, who believed that the way to run a business was to show up. They could always travel later.


  Now, of course, there would be no later. So Bennett, a master of grand plans, formed the most grandiose plan that he could for his wife. He would take Barbara on a cruise to distant ports. Though the clock ticked loudly, they would dine in Rome, they would dance in Spain, they would see all the world and cram as much living as they could into the year they had left.


  But first he had to sell his business, and he had to sell it fast.


  Bennett then had ten prosperous furniture stores, seven in Arizona and three in California. He sold chairs and couches and love seats and dining room tables, one at a time, to the families who came to his stores, and he sold truckloads of furniture to major hotel and motel customers.


  “Time was more precious than gold,” Bennett says now, “so the stores were priced to sell fast. I got a terrible price for them, but that’s what happens when you’re having a fire sale.”


  Bennett also unloaded his interest in two eateries that could not have been more different. One was a big Polynesian restaurant, with the mai tais and the little paper umbrellas in the drinks, the other a fried-chicken spot that might have put a scare into Colonel Sanders. “In fact,” says Bennett, “we had started to expand the chicken place. We had the jump on the Kentucky Colonel, but we fouled up. Who knows, maybe I could have been the chicken king.”


  By the time the businesses were signed away and the lawyers paid, Bennett had booked Barbara’s dream cruise around the world. But the tickets would never be used.


  “The cruise was a month away,” he recalls. “So we went to Mexico for a short trip. Barbara died there. It was approximately thirty days after I had sold the businesses.”


  Bennett, with a stepdaughter by Barbara’s previous marriage and a son and daughter by his marriage to Barbara, had to begin again. Though he had sold his businesses at bargain-basement prices, he was nonetheless a wealthy man. He could let his grief run its natural course without the pressure of having to earn a living. For some months he spent his time reading, tinkering with machinery, and enjoying his lifelong hobby of building model boats. But the blood of a businessman still ran through Bennett’s veins. He craved action, and he knew that he would not be truly himself until he was back in the game.


  “So I got into a deal with a company in Arizona called FCA, Financial Corporation of Arizona,” he says. “I got involved with a man who had made almost a hundred million dollars in his last venture. This fellow laid everything out for me and it looked to be a great opportunity. I put everything I had into this company.”


  Bennett leans back now and smiles at a memory that was a lot less funny at the time.


  “The stock,” he says, “went from thirty-seven dollars down to two dollars in a matter of two weeks. I was dead broke. I lost my beautiful home. I ended up in personal bankruptcy. It was the most embarrassing thing that ever happened to me.”


  Bennett realized quickly that he could no longer afford the luxury of wondering just how he would spend the rest of his life.


  “Going back to work was no longer a matter of having something to do,” he says. “It was a matter of making a living.”


  Certainly the idea of hard work did not trouble Bennett. He had burned more than a few calluses into his hands long before he was a man. As a kid, like his brother and sister, he had labored on the Arizona ranch and cotton farm where they lived. Young Bill had learned early how to anchor a post, tune a tractor engine, and thin his father’s cotton with a hoe. In fact, young Bennett, who would later become a Navy pilot, was quite the mechanic, always tightening up a bolt, fixing a cotton stripper, or returning the roar of life to some small engine that seemed to be dead. At age fifteen he purchased a powerboat, the first in a lifelong series that would eventually include national prizewinners. But this first one was no great success. “It ended up,” he says, “being a duck retriever.”


  Bill Bennett’s first real paychecks came when he was a teenager working at his dad’s cotton gin in Arizona.


  “You went to work when it was light, and you stopped when it got dark,” he says, recalling how he used to help the pressman and line up the bales of cotton for ten cents an hour, ten hours a day, six days a week.


  If young Bill learned the value of hard work from those days in the cotton gin, he also learned a thing or two about business. His teacher was Allan Milton Bennett, his father.


  “My father was an excellent businessman. He ran cotton gins and he grew cotton. He had it all worked out. In a good year, when there was a lot of cotton, cotton growers didn’t make much money, but Dad made his money running the gin. In a bad year, when the crop was poor, the gin operators didn’t do well, but Dad made his money from the higher price paid to cotton farmers.”


  Bennett, glancing now at CCE’s president and second in command, Glenn Schaeffer, who has entered the room, says, “My father had other businesses, too, and he made it his practice to always replace himself with good people. He had this theory that a good manager would work himself out of a job. He was good at that.”


  So in 1964 when Bennett was once again as poor as a cotton farmer in a bad year, he was confident of two things: one, that he would work as hard as necessary to get back on top, and two, that he knew how to make money. His break would come from another man who was very good at making money: Del Webb.


  The developer Del Webb, probably best known to the public in the 1940s as the man who built the Flamingo Hotel for Bugsy Siegel, and in the 1950s as part owner of the New York Yankees, had been one of Bennett’s customers in the furniture business. Bennett’s commercial division had sold furniture to Webb’s chain of motels. Webb owned a house in Beverly Hills and one in Phoenix, where he and Bennett were members of the Phoenix Country Club.


  “That’s where the upper crust of Phoenix hung out,” Bennett says. “I had made a lot of money at a young age, so I ran with an upscale crowd.”


  By the time of Bennett’s bankruptcy, Webb had divested himself of his interest in the Yankees and was developing a small gaming empire which eventually would include the Sahara in Lake Tahoe, and in Las Vegas the Mint, the Sahara, and the Thunderbird. Webb offered Bennett a job.


  Bennett had never been much of a gambler, but had from time to time gone to Las Vegas and played blackjack, which he still calls “twenty-one.” (Actually, Bennett is correct. While most people call the Las Vegas game blackjack, it is really twenty-one. Blackjack is what you play at home when everybody gets a chance to deal.)


  In 1965 Del Webb hired Bennett as a casino host at the Sahara in scenic Lake Tahoe, on the California-Nevada border, for $750 a month. There Bennett’s job was to squire high rollers around town and make sure their wheels were oiled. Flights had to be met, credit had to be arranged, restaurant tables had to be reserved. High rollers are a precious and delicate commodity in the gaming business, and Webb probably slept more easily at night knowing that they had been put into the hands of a man he knew and trusted.


  This was a job that required diplomacy, discretion, and great efficiency. But it was not a job that required Bill Bennett’s business sense. Still, it was a beginning, and from the beginning Bennett was convinced that he had stumbled onto a way to make more money than he had ever made in his life.


  “After I got my hands on some financial statements I knew I had discovered a glory hole and that I could make a lot of money in this business,” he says. “I knew how to run a business. I had always made money at the businesses that I ran, and I had never made money at businesses that somebody else ran. Here these people were making money, but there was no management to speak of. I knew that this was a business in which I could do well. The only guy in northern Nevada whom I really respected was Bill Harrah. The rest of them were dummies. They didn’t have the foggiest idea of how to make money.”


  As an example of unwise business practice, Bennett cites the pay structure at the Del Webb organization. “Webb had a salary pyramid,” he says. “The pyramid was based on Webb’s salary. So all of the general managers of the various hotels made seventy-five thousand dollars and a thirteen-thousand-dollar bonus, whether they made or lost money. In other words, a guy who was running one hotel and losing his shirt was getting the same compensation as a guy who was running another hotel and making a big profit. Not much incentive for success in that, is there?”


  Bennett moved quickly through the ranks, first in northern Nevada and then in Las Vegas, where “Papa Webb” put him in charge of the Las Vegas Mint. By early 1970 Bennett had risen to executive vice president for all of Webb’s gaming operations. He was running two casino hotels, or “stores,” as he called them.


  Much of what Bennett did then foreshadowed the management style that would infuse Circus Circus later. Bennett is a technical type, and even then he was a stickler for controls and instantaneous reporting of results. One of his masterstrokes at Webb was the adaptation to gaming of his system of controls and daily financial reporting from his furniture retailing business. This same highly accurate and almost up-to-the-minute system is used at CCE today.


  Bennett forced himself to learn how to deal all the live games, and became an expert in the operation of slot machines. He absorbed all he could learn about the gaming industry. He had studied the methods used by Harrah’s and Harvey’s, the two northern Nevada operations that he considered the best managed.


  “Harrah’s was particularly strong in merchandising slots,” he says. “When I took over the Mint in Las Vegas, I borrowed ideas from their slot operations. I’ve never worried about being original; I’ve been concerned with what works.” By 1970 he knew what everybody else in the Webb organization knew about gaming, but he also had a keen sense of business, something which, he believed, was lacking in that particular organization. In his mind he had formulated a dream: he would someday own a casino-hotel.


  Mel Larsen, who worked with Bennett back then and became the head of marketing for CCE, says, “Before I met Bill Bennett I would never admit that I wasn’t as smart as anybody else. But when I bumped up against him, I knew I had met the smartest man I ever knew. If Bennett asked me to run and jump off a roof, I’d just go and jump, because I’d figure he must be testing out a new kind of mattress or something. You have to realize, this is a guy who took the test to be a Navy pilot and scored one hundred percent. They told him nobody ever scored one hundred percent. That was on paper. Then he flew Navy bombers off of aircraft carriers, the real thing, and he still scored one hundred percent.”


  Though his success in running profitable hotels didn’t earn him any greater salary than the guys who were running losing operations, Bennett had been able to acquire a good many stock options in the Webb company at two or three dollars. In 1970, knowing he was going to bail out of the Webb organization, Bennett borrowed money to exercise the options. The company asked him to stay longer, and by the time he left, the stock he had bought at two or three dollars was selling at seventeen. It was Bennett’s first experience with gaming stocks.


  A year or two earlier, Bennett had met a man by the name of William Pennington. Pennington owned Raven Electronics, a company that sold electronic keno machines and slot machines. One of his customers was Bennett, at the Mint in Las Vegas. Bennett and Pennington meshed perfectly. They were both sharp businessmen who could see that there was a lot more gold in the gaming mine. They knew from the beginning that they would be good in business together.


  “At the time,” Bennett remembers, “there was a company called Nevada Electronics, that had their license taken away from them twice. They had this electronic twenty-one game, with tables designed for two players. The company would place these games in bars and restaurants all over Nevada. The games were very popular but they just were not making enough money to justify the floor space they occupied. So the people who owned the company came up with a novel solution. They put in a cheating device, a gaff, so that when the dealer had a breaking hand he could not get a nine, ten, or picture card. The device just locked out those cards that would break the dealer. So of course the machine’s win percentage went way up. Well, the state caught them, and yanked their gaming license for a year and a half. After they got caught doing this a second time, the company was finished.


  “Anyhow, one day Pennington and I were talking about the company and the problem of this game not bringing in enough money. We were trying to figure out a way to make these machines make money without putting in the cheating device. Bill and I just came up with the idea jointly of the


  

  
OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg
AUTHOR OF BAFFLED IN BOSTON AND WMH@W MERCY





OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg
BSSRY,
F=_ %

SRes?

/'\





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





