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  “Those who rise from private citizens to be princes merely by fortune have little trouble in rising but very much in maintaining their position … for unless he be a man of great genius it is not likely that one who has always lived in a private position should know how to command, and they are unable to maintain themselves because they possess no forces friendly and faithful to them.”
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  “People have been waiting for years to watch me fall.”
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  The Inside Story of the Real Donald Trump—His Cunning Rise and Spectacular Fall


  Prologue


  Gamblers are my profession. I’ve spent my life around many of the richest in the world. I know what excites and lures them. I’ve learned to think like them. I’ve plumbed their strengths and weaknesses. I’ve faced them down across green felt tables stacked high with $1,000 chips and beat them.


  For three years I helped run Trump Plaza Hotel & Casino—a $300 million operation, in its day the most glamorous and successful of the great gambling halls that tower over the beach and the Boardwalk in Atlantic City. For the last of those three years I was the boss. In the gambler’s world, that made me “the house.” In Donald Trump’s world it was my job to make him richer.


  Of all the gamblers I’ve known who tempted fortune beneath the crystal chandeliers of Trump Plaza’s casino, Donald was the biggest. And for a time he was the luckiest. But fortune is a mercenary, its loyalties are unpredictable, especially in a casino. It was fitting that when I finally walked out on him, it was by that same path I took when I first joined him: past the craps and blackjack tables, past the soft tick of the roulette wheels, past aisles and aisles of slot machines just stirring to life that final morning—Friday, April 27, 1990—with the clatter of bells and thousands of freshly falling coins.


  From the gambler’s perspective, the odds were against me leaving Donald. Certainly to his thinking they were. He never saw it coming, even though our alliance had been rent and we had drifted apart. (“Nah,” he said, confiding to one of our attorneys with his typical aplomb, “Jack will never leave me. I pay him too much money.”) But then gamblers are an incorrigible lot. And Donald had made the worst mistake a gambler could make: he had become overconfident.


  With reason, I guess. He was paying me $260,000 a year. A tough bet to call. In fact, on the morning I quit, he was on his way to Atlantic City to meet with me. I was in my office. He was flying down on his private helicopter, a sleek, black, military-style Aérospatiale Super Puma emblazoned, like everything he owns, with the bold letters of his name. We were going to hammer out an employment contract that would ultimately pay me nearly twice what I was earning.


  But in a split second, that ceased to matter anymore, in such a rage that at first I did not believe it myself. Immediately afterward, I angrily paced the carpet in front of my desk. Then the realization set in: I had called his bet and I would not back away from it. The house never sweats the action. No matter how high the stakes or how hot the player’s hand, in the end fortune swings back to the house. It is inevitable. It is what I’ve learned about gamblers, what I live by, the knowledge that the implacable logic of time is always waiting to reclaim their world of dreams and delusions. Most of them refuse to accept that. But like I said, gamblers are incorrigible.


  When I had composed myself enough to stop pacing, I returned to my desk and sat down. I took a breath and let it out slowly, and I took another, measuring the oxygen the way I would while pounding out the last leg of a 26-mile marathon.


  I read over my letter of resignation one last time, as if to convince myself that I’d really done it:


  Dear Donald:


  Effective immediately, I resign my position as president and chief operating officer of Trump Plaza Hotel & Casino.


  I signed it simply, “Jack.”


  I handed the sheet of paper to my administrative assistant and instructed her to deliver it to Donald as soon as he got off the helicopter. After she’d gone, I slid my appointment book into my briefcase and snapped it shut. I sat alone for a moment and tried to construct my next move. But the anger drowned out any thought of a plan. It roared inside my head like the din of the engines on the Super Puma, the last thing I had heard before I slammed down the phone.


  1


  “I like the casino business. I like the scale, which is huge, I like the glamour, and most of all, I like the cash flow.”


  —DONALD J. TRUMP


  On February 4, 1987, I went to work for Donald Trump as senior vice-president of marketing at Trump Plaza Hotel & Casino at the center of the Boardwalk in Atlantic City. I was 32 years old and two rungs down on the management ladder from the top of a multimillion-dollar gaming and resort company. On that day I was reunited with two former colleagues of mine, Steve Hyde and Mark Etess, respectively president and executive vice-president of the Plaza. It was Steve, in fact, who had offered me the job working for Donald Trump. And it was on that day, too, that I first met Donald.


  It was about one o’clock in the afternoon when I looked up from my desk and saw standing before me a tall figure in a black overcoat whom I recognized immediately from the newspapers and television.


  “Hello, I’m Donald Trump,” he said.


  Immediately, I rose from my chair. “Yes, I know that,” I replied. “I’m Jack O’Donnell.”


  He stood a full head taller than me, much taller than I had imagined him. Physically, he wasn’t especially solid—I was enough of an athlete to notice that—but he was imposing nonetheless. His presence filled the office, the way he moved—quickly, vigorously and with purpose. He didn’t offer his hand. I put out mine, he grasped it and we shook. “Welcome aboard,” he said, speaking rapidly with the broad accent of the New York boroughs. “This is the best place in the world to work and I’m the best guy in the world to work for.”


  I didn’t know what to say to that. But who wouldn’t have been excited to work for a man who had accomplished more at the age of 40 than most men achieve in a lifetime? As he then added, “I’m America’s most successful businessman. And I’ve made a lot of money in the casino business. I’ve done things nobody thought could be done. And I’ve got big plans.”


  I knew he was about to pocket millions on the greenmailing of Bally Manufacturing Corporation, which owned my former employer, Bally’s Park Place Casino Hotel in Atlantic City. He “took them”—that’s how he described his profiteering swipe at that company, which was run by “the worst managers in the world,” he said. Donald had bought a sizable chunk of Bally stock, then induced the company to buy it back at a premium to avoid a takeover—“greenmail,” as the practice is known. “These idiots, they caved in,” he said. “I really enjoyed doing it because it put a real scare in them.” Even more satisfying, or so it seemed to him, he had just elbowed Steve Wynn out of Atlantic City, the man who had dominated gaming on the Boardwalk for almost seven years, and had lured away three of his top executives—Steve Hyde, Mark Etess and now me. Trump was preoccupied with Steve Wynn, as was clear five minutes into our conversation. With his overcoat still on, he settled into a studio couch against the wall opposite my desk. “Tell me about Steve Wynn,” he said.


  I was taken aback. After all, I expected some inquiry into my background, my accomplishments. I thought maybe he’d quiz me on my marketing philosophy and my plans for the property. But he couldn’t have been less interested. So I described how Steve Wynn, my former employer, had offered me a top job with him in Las Vegas, and how I had declined because I had sunk roots in Atlantic City. My wife, Lisa, and daughter, Laura, were happy here. I preferred to move, as Steve Hyde had done, to the Trump Organization and make my future there. (I did not mention that Steve Hyde was the only man who could have persuaded me to leave Wynn, and that if not for him I would never have gone to the Trump Organization.)


  Trump nodded approvingly and said, “Yeah, you’ll never have another job like this. There will never be another guy like me. So don’t ever leave.”


  “I don’t plan to, Mr. Trump,” I said.


  “Donald,” he corrected me, and he leaned back on the couch. “C’mon, tell me about Wynn. I hear he’s a real maniac … screaming at his people, hollering, throwing things in his office. Is it true?”


  “Well, Steve’s a very emotional guy,” I said. “He runs his business with a lot of emotion.”


  “So I hear. Tell me, what did he do?”


  “Well, uh, I remember once he crumpled up a piece of paper and threw it at me.”


  “Yeah? He did that?”


  “At a board of directors meeting.”


  “A board of directors meeting! Unbelievable!” Donald said, shaking his head. He was clearly delighted and wanted to hear more.


  I told him how it was routine to get an angry call at home from Steve in the middle of the night because the win at the gaming tables had been unimpressive the day before.


  “Really?” Donald said.


  “Oh, yeah. Or he’d call you at three o’clock in the morning, you know, to demand an explanation because one of the stars complained about the room service.”


  “Really?”


  Donald was amused by these tales. It was the gossip that intrigued him. So I let them unravel. He listened intently, as if he was hearing a confirmation of what he believed all along, that he, not Steve Wynn, was the better man. He smiled, the corners of his mouth curling upward in an expression that put me in mind of a crocodile.


  “So it’s true,” he said. “I heard stories like that about the guy. He’s immature. What else did he do? I hear he thinks he’s a real ladies’ man, hitting on anything in pantyhose. Tell me about that. Is that why he divorced his wife?”


  (Steve and Elaine Wynn were granted a divorce by mutual consent in Las Vegas in July 1986. I remember Steve calling me into his office one day to tell me the news. He mentioned that he had phoned Donald Trump also to inform him. Why, he didn’t say. And I didn’t ask. But Donald was so struck by that call that he made it a point to talk about it in his autobiographical book, Trump: The Art of the Deal.)


  “Yeah, this is a weird guy,” Donald went on. “He called me when he was getting divorced. Like I give a shit whether he gets divorced from Elaine. I don’t even know her. I don’t know this guy from beans and he’s calling me to tell me he’s getting divorced.”


  I tried to redirect the conversation, looking for an exit from it altogether. “Like I said, Steve can be very demanding,” I continued. “He’s an emotional guy, passionate about the business. He’s really driven by the numbers. He wants to produce numbers every week, every month, every year.”


  “Well, you’re not going to get that with me,” Donald said. “I understand what it is to manage people and to work with people. My future is better than his anyhow. I’m a winner. I’ve always been a winner. I’m going to do great things. Yeah, I know all about Wynn and his property on the Strip. But just so you know, I’m going to be in Nevada in a big way. And I’m going to expand in Atlantic City.”


  What could I do but act as if I approved? Which, of course, I did. His boldness and acquisitiveness meant opportunity for me as a manager. What I found unnecessary and a little distasteful was the way he rattled it off, as though it was a speech he had memorized and recited to all the new hires. But I shrugged that off.


  He sat up and said, “Look, I know what you’re used to, but I run my business on a simple rule: I hire the best people from my competitors, I pay them more than they were making, and I give them bonuses based on how they perform for me. That’s how I’ve built a first-class operation. So do great things. Do good work. I’m going to pay you lots of money. I want to be number one. Make us number one.”


  Then he rose to leave. Again, he didn’t offer his hand. “See you later. Remember, I’m a winner. Never leave me.” And he was gone.


  For a moment, I sat still. So that was Donald Trump, I thought. I was amazed at my disappointment.


  When I began working for Trump I already had ten years’ experience in the gambling business in Las Vegas and Atlantic City. Marketing, the foundation of any successful gaming enterprise, was my expertise. I had had two of the best teachers there were: my father, William O’Donnell, who built a Chicago pinball machine company into Bally Manufacturing Corporation, the largest maker of slot machines and amusement games in the world, and Steven Wynn, chairman of the board of Golden Nugget, Inc., a brilliant promoter and an operator of vision.


  I came up the hard way. Bill O’Donnell insisted on that. At 22, I was building coin-operated bingo machines on an assembly line at a Bally plant in my hometown of Chicago. Factory work turned out to be an education in mass-marketing I could never have gotten at Harvard Business School and one I’ve been grateful for ever since. As a working man I learned firsthand what motivates working people to spend their leisure dollars. I saw where they spend them and why. Building circuits and wires into boxes of lights and colors that they would reach into their pockets and pay to play engendered in me a fascination for the link between technology and imagination. Later, when I was sent into the field for Bally as a distributor and troubleshooter for the company’s slot machines in Las Vegas, I saw the magic of that link at work under the blazing neon of a city whose single theme as a gambling resort made it one of the most fabulously successful vacation spots ever imagined. Combined, the experience was invaluable. That was my father’s bequest to me.


  Naturally, I longed to put it to work as a casino operator. The chance came when Bally went east to Atlantic City in 1979 to open Bally’s Park Place, the third massive casino-hotel complex in the seaside resort. I signed on as director of slot operations. It was my job to ensure that our 1,588 slot machines ran smoothly and, most important, to develop and guide the kinds of promotional programs that would lure people to play our machines more frequently than anyone else’s. I learned by doing: such was my introduction to the unique world of gaming in Atlantic City, light years from the worlds I had known in Chicago and Las Vegas.


  New Jersey had spun the wheel on legalized gambling in a voter referendum that had passed in 1976. The hope was that the casinos would spark the revitalization of the aging and rundown resort and return it to its former glory as a world-class tourist destination. In the process, they would pump millions of sorely needed dollars into a host of social programs statewide, primarily to benefit the elderly. The enabling legislation, known as the Casino Control Act, provided for an 8 percent tax levied annually against the gross revenues of every property. In addition, each property was assessed a financial obligation to reinvest in housing in the city. Finally, to guard against the influence of organized crime, the act set down a scrutinous licensing process in which owners, managers and employees at every level had to undergo extensive background investigations to be approved to work in the industry. Internal activities, from hiring and promotions to the extension of credit to the placement of a slot machine, were strictly regulated by the Division of Gaming Enforcement, an arm of the state Department of Law and Public Safety, and an independent five-member body known as the Casino Control Commission.


  Economically and socially, New Jersey’s casinos accepted public obligations unheard of in the private sector. It was to be a vastly different environment from Nevada and a new frontier for the industry. The potential for profits was enormous, though, at least in the beginning. The first experiment, Resorts International Hotel Casino, which had grafted a gambling hall onto the city’s famed old Haddon Hall Hotel at the eastern end of the Boardwalk in 1978, was wildly successful. Caesars World, owner of Las Vegas’s famed Caesars Palace, opened Caesars Boardwalk Regency the next year. Several large hotel chains followed with casino projects financed by the voracious appetite of the investment community for high-yield, high-risk “junk” bonds: Holiday Corporation, parent company of Holiday Inns, opened Harrah’s Marina, and Hilton Hotel Corporation built a huge competing property across the street from Harrah’s in the marina section of town. The celebrity operators tried their hands. In 1980, Penthouse publisher Bob Guccione broke ground for a casino next door to Caesars on the Boardwalk. Hugh Hefner opened the Playboy Hotel Casino a year later. And Steve Wynn, who ran the Golden Nugget in Las Vegas, entered the market in December 1980 with a sister property of the same name located at the far western end of the Boardwalk.


  In 1984, I was fortunate to be offered an opportunity to work with Wynn as vice-president of slot operations at the Golden Nugget. It was easily the smartest move I ever made. There I met the two men who would become my closest friends and whose lives and destinies would shape my career: Executive Vice-President and Chief Operating Officer Steve Hyde, a kind and quiet man, an astute manager with a talent for inspiring loyalty; and Mark Grossinger Etess, a scion of the famed Grossinger’s resort in the Catskills, the Nugget’s vice-president of casino marketing, a born showman with tremendous energy and ambition.


  What I learned most about gaming and gamblers I learned from Steve Wynn, who had been shown the ropes by his own father, who had run bingo parlors in their home state of Maryland. Steve graduated from the University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School. He was articulate, an avid reader, handsome and possessed enormous charm. He fashioned a career for himself by moving to Las Vegas and buying a small stake in Golden Nugget, Inc. Within a few years he had recruited a core of shareholders loyal to him and he was elected chairman of the board, a position he has held ever since. He was a genius at promoting a gambling hall, and in Atlantic City that genius bloomed to full flower. In contrast to the faceless hotel chains, he was the first of the “superstar” casino owners, appearing in television commercials with his friend Frank Sinatra. The Golden Nugget brought Las Vegas-style flair and glamour to the resort, which was just what it needed.


  We were three then, Steve Hyde, Mark Etess and I. Armed with Steve Wynn’s extensive connections in the Las Vegas gaming and entertainment communities, we promoted the Nugget as a high-stakes gaming hall, luring the deep-pocket gamblers, the so-called high rollers, with a reputation for action, luxury accommodations, lavish complimentaries and the excitement of big-name stars. The Nugget was the smallest casino in town in square feet and the number of blackjack, craps, baccarat and roulette tables and slot machines, but year after year, we were at or near the top in gaming revenues. From Steve Hyde I learned the importance of involving the employees at all levels in the success of the operation. If the employees felt good about themselves, they’d make the customers feel good. Above all, I learned the profession of hospitality. The heart of the Nugget’s success was its ability to make even the nickel slot machine player feel like a high roller. “The only big deal is our customer,” Steve Wynn used to say, “not a president or vice-president or chairman.”


  As the Nugget marched forward, plans were laid for expansion. Wynn had purchased from the MGM Grand Hotels 14 acres of land in the marina section of town next door to the casino under construction by Hilton, and he talked of building a $300-million, 1,000-room hotel tower atop a casino much larger than the Nugget’s, one more than 60,000 square feet.


  Donald Trump, the deal-maker and builder of Manhattan skyscrapers, as flamboyant and successful as Wynn in his own right, came to Atlantic City in the middle of those early boom years. Like the rest, he was seeking new worlds to conquer. He was lured by the same excitement that worked its magic on us all. Primarily, he saw that the income from New York hotels, even the most luxurious and successful ones, pales in comparison with the fast and easy cash of a gambling hall.


  Beginning in 1980, Trump had been quietly buying up or leasing oceanfront property in and around the site of the old My Way Lounge, a favorite watering hole of convicted Philadelphia crime boss Nicodemo Scarfo in the days before casinos. The land sat right at the base of the Atlantic City Expressway, the main highway into the resort. Trump had astutely acquired what he described in the parlance of Manhattan real estate as the “Tiffany location.”


  His ability to corner the site was eased by a large pool of ready cash and the enormous reputation that preceded him into town. Born in 1946 in the affluent Jamaica Estates section of Queens, he had attended military school and later graduated from the Wharton School before joining his father, developer Fred C. Trump, to learn the business of building and renting middle-income apartments in the boroughs of Brooklyn, Queens and Staten Island, something his father had been doing successfully for four decades. Over the years, Fred Trump had forged strong connections with the city’s Democratic party machine. In the late 1970s, his son brought those connections and an estimable family fortune of $200 million to Manhattan, where he parlayed them into a real estate empire that would ultimately be worth over $2 billion. And in doing it, he had changed the face of the Manhattan skyline, first with the Grand Hyatt, a glittering 32-story hotel he built above Grand Central Terminal in partnership with the Hyatt hotel chain, and then with the Trump Tower, his celebrated “Tiffany location” on Fifth Avenue between 56th and 57th streets. In Trump Tower the Trump Organization maintained its headquarters, and Donald reserved the premier apartment, a lavish 50-room triplex, for himself and his family.


  Donald became Manhattan’s largest private landowner when he purchased from the bankrupt Penn Central railroad an option to develop 76 acres along the Hudson River on the Upper West Side. He announced plans to build “Trump City,” a lavish retail and luxury housing complex to be capped by “the world’s tallest building.”


  With every advance, his plans, each more grandiose than the last, leaped farther afield. And the volume of public acclaim grew louder, with Trump himself turning the dial. “I wasn’t satisfied just to earn a good living,” he once said. “I was looking to make a statement. I was out to build something monumental … something worth a big effort.” He was constructing more than buildings. He was building a legend. At times, he talked of erecting an actual castle, “Trump Castle,” complete with spires and turrets and a moat and drawbridge, on Madison Avenue in the middle of Manhattan. He turned a roving eye to Las Vegas, where he announced plans to build the largest casino in the world and call it “Xanadu.” For his real-life getaway he purchased for $10 million the palatial estate of Marjorie Merriwether Post, Mar-a-lago, a 118-room mansion on 20 acres in Palm Beach, Florida. He had taken for his wife the glamorous Ivana Zelnickova Winklmayr, a former fashion model and Olympic skier. All told, under the umbrella of the Trump Organization, he was lord over a host of separate real estate corporations and partnerships with 1,000 people on his payroll. Most of them were in New York, where he was every inch the prince of the city—young, arrogant, flamboyant. In a nation that worships success he had become an American icon.


  When he appeared before the Casino Control Commission in March 1982 to testify at licensing hearings for himself and his younger brother, Robert, an executive vice-president of the Trump Organization, he was already larger than life. He stood for wealth beyond measure and the limitless possibilities it offered to rehabilitate Atlantic City and lift it beyond anything even Las Vegas had dreamed of. In less than two hours he cleared review and was granted a casino license. Shortly after, he announced plans to build a 37-story casino hotel on his property at the foot of the expressway, in partnership with Holiday Corporation. It was to be the resort’s largest to date, with 614 rooms and a 60,000-square-foot casino. Very high-profile. Very “Trump.”


  Perhaps it was further evidence of his reputation as a master deal-maker that the terms of the partnership were almost beyond belief, especially considering that he had only recently broken ground at the site. In exchange for a 50 -percent share of the income and the inclusion of Harrah’s, a Holiday subsidiary at the time, as the operator free of charge, Holiday reimbursed Trump for $22 million in costs up to that time, paid him another $50 million ($20 million of which went as a management fee to Donald), financed a $170 million construction loan and indemnified him against any operating losses for the first five years.


  But the honeymoon was short-lived. No sooner had New Jersey Governor Thomas Kean cut the ribbon for “Harrah’s at Trump Plaza” on May 14, 1984, in a splashy Boardwalk ceremony, than Donald Trump and Holiday were at war.


  In order to meet the $220 million construction budget, Trump quickly threw up a building with escalators that broke down, as I was told, with stairways that led nowhere, a kitchen that was too far from the restaurants and a hotel lobby that was cramped with huge pillars that blocked the line of sight and made it seem even smaller. Ivana Trump designed the interior in ponderous chrome fixtures and wall treatments done in a cacophony of bright reds, oranges, yellows and purples. Her husband called it “the most magnificent building in the world.” Holiday was aghast.


  Trump claimed he brought the building in on time and on budget. Holiday claimed that he ran millions of dollars over budget.


  I had only recently joined the Golden Nugget at the time. All I knew of Donald Trump then centered on his entry into Atlantic City and the bitter collapse of the Holiday partnership, which, as competitors, we were watching with some interest. I heard talk of their enmity, of stormy arguments in the conference rooms with Donald Trump in the thick of it.


  From a distance, though, there was something appealing about the brash New York billionaire. I admired his image, his high-velocity competitiveness, probably because I am competitive by nature, in both my public and private lives. Endurance athletics is a devotion of mine, my edge, and I’ve been competing in marathon and triathlon championships nationally and worldwide for 14 years. It’s a peculiar pastime, I guess, for someone in my business, with a career so demanding and time-consuming. But the long hours of the casino and the hard physical training for a race were compatible somehow; the stress of one mitigated the stress of the other. I lived to push myself beyond normal limits. So in my own way I identified with the heroic scale of Trump’s accomplishments.


  At the close of that first year, 1984, total revenue at Harrah’s at Trump Plaza was second to the worst in the city, though it represented only seven months of operation. It began to improve the next year, though not enough to satisfy Trump. He coveted the high-stakes gambling trade that Caesars and we at the Golden Nugget specialized in, which to his thinking was the only play worthy of his name. He was determined to force Holiday out as his partner.


  The new year 1985 soon brought dramatic and unexpected developments. In March, Barron Hilton, the chairman of Hilton Hotel Corporation, was denied a gaming license by a 2-2 vote of the Casino Control Commission on the basis of his corporation’s association with a Chicago labor lawyer with alleged ties to organized crime. Everybody in the industry was shocked. No one was building anything in Atlantic City when the Hilton hotel was completed that spring. Barron Hilton had already hired more than 1,000 people, and the property was 12 weeks from opening when his license application was denied. For the city and, obviously, for Hilton, a massive investment was suddenly in serious financial trouble.


  Steve Wynn jumped in first. Gaming’s star player made a hostile bid to take over the entire hotel chain with an initial offer to buy 27 percent of its stock, 6.8 million shares, for $72 per share, $5 above the going market price.


  The move sent shudders through the boardrooms of Atlantic City’s ten casinos. What was Wynn up to? Did he really want Hilton’s worldwide holdings? Could he afford them? Or was he squeezing Barron Hilton to sell him the Atlantic City casino at a bargain to fend off the takeover. Steve already owned 14 acres of undeveloped land right next door. With his expertise and the addition of this giant hotel and the potential to expand it further, he could dominate the town with a gaming complex large enough to devour the lion’s share of the East Coast market.


  Donald Trump, embroiled in his feud with Holiday, his partners on the Boardwalk, abruptly changed course and appeared at the marina as if from nowhere, suddenly weighing in with an offer to buy the property, for Barron Hilton’s entire $320 million investment. Donald had never been inside the building. “If I’d told my father … he would have said I’d lost my mind,” Trump joked afterward. But he was determined to block Steve Wynn, the casino rival he feared more than any other.


  Barron Hilton eagerly accepted Trump’s offer, and the sale was closed in April. Hilton now had a war chest to beat back Steve’s takeover attempt and he withdrew his bid. Trump walked away with an enormous casino hotel covering 14 acres, the first one he owned in its entirety. The property was simply and distinctively designed. It was 26 stories high with 200,000 square feet of public space and a majestic 30-foot atrium. Adjoining it was a nine-story parking garage with space for 3,000 cars. The hotel contained 703 guest rooms. The gaming hall was huge, 60,000 square feet, with 107 tables and 1,688 slot machines. It would ultimately employ close to 4,000 people.


  The immediate problem was finding someone to manage it. Trump had neither the knowledge nor the time. His brother, Robert, and his chief New York adviser, Harvey Freeman, were both members of the executive ownership committee of Trump Plaza, but neither was in a position to run a casino, which was acknowledged in the property’s filing with the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission, a requirement in order to sell bonds on the open market: “None of the members of the Executive Committee devotes a significant amount of his working time to the operations of the Partnership. Accordingly, the Executive Committee has delegated responsibility for day to day operations to certain other persons.”


  But the question remained: Who?


  Trump credited Freeman, then 46 years old, an attorney and senior vice-president of the Trump Organization, with having “a brilliant analytic mind.” Reputedly he was the shark at the negotiating table, the hard-nosed bargainer who got his employer the sweet end of the deals and made them stick. He was an inveterate pessimist, however, “Not too big on laughs,” as Trump described him. (“Doom and gloom Harvey,” I would later come to think of him.)


  Robert, 37 years old, two years younger than his brother, was an executive vice-president of the Trump Organization. His background was in corporate finance. He had graduated from Boston University and followed his brother to Manhattan, taking an apartment in the same building when the two were bachelors. Before joining the family real estate business he worked on Wall Street. He served on the ownership committees of all of his brother’s Atlantic City casinos, though he never exerted an especially commanding presence in town and, like his brother and Harvey, brought no direction in terms of casino operations or marketing. But he suited the Trump Organization well from an image standpoint, and he enjoyed the confidence of the New York banks and brokers.


  To oversee his new property, Trump turned to his wife, Ivana, who had the requisite ambition, and then some.


  Officially, Ivana was executive vice-president in charge of design with the Trump Organization, and, as mentioned, she played a major role in the interior design of Harrah’s at Trump Plaza. Her fiery presence and explosive temper were something of a legend on her husband’s construction sites in New York—“a natural manager,” Trump described her. In defending her as his choice to run his new casino he said, “I’d studied Atlantic City long enough to be convinced that when it comes to running a casino, good management skills are as important as specific gaming experience.” Most important, she was family, which to his thinking meant she could be trusted. So on June 17, 1985, the former Hilton property, newly renamed “Trump’s Castle,” opened its doors with 36-year-old Ivana Trump as senior vice-president and chief operating officer.


  Ivana had no reason to doubt that her husband was grooming her to take over his entire Atlantic City operation, which, depending on the outcome of the partnership with Harrah’s at Trump Plaza—and Donald was looking every which way to break that—could well amount to an empire.


  Holiday Corporation, tired of feuding with Donald over the Harrah’s property at the base of the Atlantic City Expressway, approached Trump with an offer to sell its half. The contracts were signed early in 1986. Trump bought out Holiday and became sole owner of the casino, the hotel and the site of a parking garage, which had been a focus of dispute between the partners, for $67 million. It was, he would later say, “one of my most savored transactions.”


  He soon had something else to savor. In March of that year, he announced that Stephen Hyde, the executive vice-president of the Golden Nugget, was coming to work for him as president of the property, now rechristened “Trump Plaza Hotel & Casino.”


  Trump had sized up the competition and envied Steve Wynn’s success at the Nugget. Steve Hyde was to be his weapon to raid the high end of the gambling market. In truth, though, Trump Plaza wasn’t positioned especially well for the assault. Steve and I remained in constant communication after he left, and I was aware of the Plaza’s fundamental shortcomings: no adequate parking, and luxury hotel suites that were well below the best industry standards, certainly nothing compared with what we had at the Nugget.


  But with Steve, Trump had chosen wisely. Steve was a native of Kaysville, Utah—a kind, robust Westerner, in love with the outdoors. He was also a devout Mormon—something of an anomaly in our business—40 years old, the same age then as Trump, and the father of seven children. I didn’t know Trump beyond the public image as the brash, big-city entrepreneur, confrontational in his approach to business and obsessed with winning. Steve I did know to be soft-spoken, thoughtful, deliberate in his decision-making and compassionate to those under him. And he was an astute operations man, a veteran of the Caesars and Sands organizations in Las Vegas, in addition to the Golden Nugget, and a manager who commanded respect throughout Atlantic City. Through him, Trump was able to lure to the Plaza some of the best departmental brains from every casino in the city.


  Steve’s top pick was Mark Etess, his protégé at the Nugget, who joined Trump Plaza two months after Steve in May. At 33, Mark was boyishly handsome, sharp, ambitious and supremely confident in his destiny to make history as a casino showman. At Grossinger’s he had grown up among the celebrities and entertainers who had made the Catskills resort famous in the 1940s and 1950s. Mark’s most valuable connections from those years were in the sport of professional boxing, for which Grossinger’s had been equally famous as a training camp, and since coming to Atlantic City, he had been looking for an opportunity to tap them.


  Steve offered me a vice-presidency at Trump Plaza. But I declined—for two reasons. First, I had a vibrant career with Steve Wynn, doing what I loved and learning from the best. Second, Trump had no reputation as a gaming operator; he was a real estate developer, albeit a fantastically successful one, and while his high-profile and deep pockets could benefit Atlantic City, his intentions were suspect: he was a deal-maker, the type who might be buying casinos just to sell them and move on. Plus, what I had seen of his noisy business style, based on the breakup with Holiday, left me uncomfortable with the thought of him as my boss.


  Steve Hyde understood my concerns but he let the offer stand. The door to Trump Plaza was open for me, he said, whenever I was ready.


  In the meantime, my career at the Golden Nugget was soaring. Steve Hyde’s departure forced a restructuring, which led to my promotion to senior vice-president of marketing. In addition to slot operations and retail promotions, I now oversaw the marketing of the table games and various aspects of the hotel, jobs previously held by Mark Etess. I was working closer than ever with Steve Wynn now and gaining valuable insights into his vast player-development network through contact with his representatives nationwide. Steve spoke proudly of my promotion, calling me over on the casino floor one day and saying to his wife, Elaine, who was on the board of directors of Golden Nugget, Inc.: “Jack is the man now. A big part of our future is with him.”


  Steve Wynn loved to strategize on ways to motivate the gambler. We’d brainstorm for hours over ways to know the players better, understand them, market to them in new ways and find better methods to service them. He was emotional, driven, passionate and demanding—he thought nothing of calling you at home at three in the morning or yanking you out to Las Vegas with him for a week at a time—but there was always a lesson behind it; invariably I walked away from the time we spent together having learned something new about our business. His temper could be explosive, his emotional outbursts were legendary, but he was never vicious. He was man enough to apologize, perhaps he’d renew the discussion to make his point in a different way, and afterward it was forgotten; he’d never bring it up again.


  What appealed to me most was his love of innovation. He broke the mold of traditional casino entertainment, booking performers as diverse as Mikhail Baryshnikov and the Dance Theater of Harlem in his casino showroom. In the early 1980s he had brought Frank Sinatra to Atlantic City under exclusive contract. The first weekend appearance by the entertainment legend drew record crowds to the casino and resulted in record wagering at the tables. Steve rewarded everyone at the property with double paychecks that week. That was the Wynn personal touch, his largesse and his genius.


  He was fascinated by my technological background and was constantly looking for imaginative ways to apply it. We both believed that whoever won the battle for technology in the gaming business would win the war for market share. Steve gave me a seat on the steering committee he formed to advance data processing and computerized management information. Also, I was given oversight of research and development at his properties in Las Vegas and Atlantic City.


  But as 1986 drew to a close, events began to change rapidly. In the fall, Steve had announced Golden Nugget, Inc.’s, purchase of 86 prime acres on the Las Vegas Strip on which he planned to build a $600 million gaming and resort complex the likes of which had never been seen. I worked closely with him on the preliminary drawings for this casino, which was to be called the “Mirage,” and which would feature an indoor tropical forest, a waterfall, live tigers and sharks inside and a fire-spitting volcano outside.


  Trump’s two casinos had failed to make a dent in our revenues in Atlantic City in 1986. He was offering to buy Steve’s 14 acres in the marina section, which adjoined his new Trump’s Castle.


  The Mirage forced Steve to shelve plans to develop the site, but he tweaked Trump by asking $60 million for it anyway, an outrageous price, which immediately ended the discussion. Trump also was itching to invest in Las Vegas, and he offered to develop the Mirage property jointly. Steve turned him down. Frustrated, Trump would later lash out at his rival in The Art of the Deal, calling Steve “the son of a compulsive gambler,” who, he said, “grew up in his father’s bingo parlor.”


  “He’s got a great act,” Trump would continue in a summation of his competitor that ran with invective. “He’s a smooth talker, he’s perfectly manicured, and he’s invariably dressed to kill in $2,000 suits and $200 silk shirts. The problem with Wynn is that he tries too hard to look perfect, and a lot of people are put off by him.”


  I was in daily contact with my friends at Trump Plaza, Steve Hyde and Mark Etess, and, to be honest, I missed working with them. Steve invited me to dinner and renewed his offer to me to join him at the Plaza. I again declined. But then Trump launched a series of business moves that had the effect of drawing me to him despite my intentions.


  No sooner had he severed his partnership with Holiday at Tramp Plaza in the spring of 1986 than he began buying stock in Holiday Corporation. He correctly guessed that the company was vastly undervalued. By the end of August, he owned upward of a million shares and was breezily talking of a takeover.


  In a panic, Holiday’s board of directors huddled to devise a plan to beat him back. They hastily restructured the corporation, taking on $2.6 billion in new debt to pay off the stockholders with a one-time bonus dividend per share. Then to reduce the enormous debt load, they began selling off hotels. Out of that a new subsidiary was born that contained only two existing Harrah’s casinos in Nevada, a few hotels and Harrah’s Marina in Atlantic City.


  The takeover scare had sent Holiday’s stock soaring, which is what Trump figured. In November, he sold his stake in the company and walked away with a profit guessed to be as much as $30 million. He got the additional pleasure of inflicting some sleepless nights on his former partners.


  Trump had devoured some easy cash. He found he liked the taste. Within weeks of divesting himself of his Holiday stock, he dived on Bally Manufacturing Corporation, which my father had retired from six years earlier and which owned my former employer, Bally’s Park Place in Atlantic City, and two MGM Grand casino properties in Las Vegas and Reno, Nevada. Trump began buying and obtaining options to buy Bally stock. His plan, he announced, was to own 49 percent of the company.


  Early in December, Bally appeared to surrender. To stave off the takeover, the company offered to buy the Golden Nugget in Atlantic City. The reasoning was that a second Bally-owned Atlantic City casino would have the effect of freezing Trump out, because if Trump purchased Bally Manufacturing, he would be classified as a holding company with four Atlantic City casinos—Trump Plaza, Trump’s Castle, Bally’s Park Place and the Nugget property. This would put him over the maximum of three allowed a single owner under New Jersey law. To entice a sale, Bally offered Steve Wynn a phenomenal sum of money, seemingly more than a reasonable businessman could refuse: assumption of the Nugget’s $299 million mortgage and an additional $141 million that Steve could put in his pocket, a $440 million deal all told, the highest price ever offered for an Atlantic City casino up to that time.


  Steve was anxious to start construction on the Mirage in Las Vegas, and I knew it was in his interest to give Bally’s offer some serious consideration. I didn’t think he would sell, but he did.


  Expensive and foolhardy as Bally’s offer was, it worked: Trump dropped his takeover bid. But in the process the Bally’s Park Place and the MGM Grands in Nevada were pillaged of cash to fund the purchase of the Golden Nugget, which was renamed “Bally’s Grand.” When the dust settled, Bally was buried under $1.8 billion of new debt. The deal was ominous for Atlantic City as well. To the insatiable investment market of the time, Trump had driven the perceived value of casino junk bonds through the roof, which made the paper even more popular as a financing tool and made additional borrowing more attractive for properties looking to expand in the relatively small and highly competitive Atlantic City market. Bally went from owning one of the resort’s most financially stable casinos to being burdened with four, two in Nevada and now two in Atlantic City, that were hobbled with high-interest payments.


  Now it was up to me whether to go west to the Mirage with Steve Wynn or stay at the Golden Nugget in Atlantic City, working for a debt-ridden Bally, my old employer. I struck that off right away, though. The manner in which they caved in to Trump was simply poor management, in my opinion, enough to convince me that I didn’t want to work for them again. As for Steve Wynn and the Mirage—yes, it was an exciting opportunity, but I had no desire to uproot my family and transfer to Nevada. Besides, in my view, Atlantic City represented a vast, untapped future for gaming. Suddenly, then, my choice was clear. In the new year of 1987, I cast my future with Atlantic City—and that meant Donald Trump.
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  “I’ve made Ivana a very popular woman. I’ve made a lot of satellites.”


  —DONALD J. TRUMP


  In January 1987, the board of directors of Golden Nugget, Inc., approved the sale of its Atlantic City casino to Bally. Steve Wynn packed up and went west to devote his time and a newly swollen pocketbook to the development of the Mirage on the Las Vegas Strip.


  In Manhattan, in the offices of the Trump Organization on the 26th floor of Trump Tower, the calculators were smoking. A few weeks into the new year, Trump had won permission from the SEC to increase his stock purchases in Bally Manufacturing Corporation. Armed with that, he played his ace: he promised not to block Bally’s purchase of the Golden Nugget in exchange for their agreement to buy back his 9.6 percent share in the company at a premium. Bally again caved in. Trump’s profit on the exchange was estimated at $20 million.


  Within days of my move to Trump Plaza in February, the outlines of the deal were disclosed. Bally’s stockholders cried greenmail. In New Jersey, the Division of Gaming Enforcement expressed concern, and for the first time the New Jersey Casino Control Commission suggested that Trump rein in his investments in competing companies.


  From an image standpoint, Steve Wynn’s departure deprived Atlantic City of its premier showman. Could Donald Trump fill the void? At that point, he owned two moderately successful gaming halls. Casino revenue, or “win”—the money retained from gaming operations after all winning bets are paid—was $224 million at Trump’s Castle in 1986, fifth among Atlantic City’s eleven casinos, $35 million less than Caesars, the top-earning property that year, and $23 million behind second-ranked Golden Nugget. Trump Plaza had won even less, $218 million, only sixth best in town.


  But the new year opened fabulously for him. He and his glamorous wife, Ivana, were hot news items. His rough-and-tumble business style and his prodigious accomplishments were soon to be enshrined in Trump: The Art of the Deal, the autobiography that would climb to the top of the bestseller lists. He traveled in a private Boeing 727. He bought the lavish 282-foot yacht of the Sultan of Brunei from his friend, billionaire Saudi Adnan Khashoggi, for $25 million, and rechristened it the Trump Princess.


  The wealth he commanded and the promise it represented could not be denied, and it was seductive. His appetite for property was monstrous and he had the seeming financial ability to feed it. His string of stupendous achievements was as yet unbroken, or so it seemed.


  His presence had come to exert a hypnotic effect on Atlantic City. The seaside resort was nine years into the gambling experiment and had yet to become the world-class vacation destination that was envisioned in 1978 when the first casino, Resorts International, opened its doors to huge crowds. The market had settled down to 1 million or so visitors, mostly from a hundred-mile radius, who made 30 to 40 repeat trips a year and mostly stayed for the day. They arrived by car or by the hundreds of charter and route buses that rumbled into town every day mostly from the New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore and Washington, D.C., metropolitan areas and subsidized in large part by the casinos themselves. Plans to expand the city’s airport about 10 miles west on the mainland, and to build a new convention center had yet to leave the drawing board.


  Where was the promise of urban renewal? Where was a city of working families and the affordable housing to enable them to live there? Beyond the glittering pale of the casinos lay block after block of boarded-up, burned-out houses and stores. The central business district was rundown and perceived as dirty and dangerous.


  Enter Donald Trump.


  His purchase of the Hilton property had bailed out the state and the city from a potential disaster. He had saved thousands of jobs and set a new gaming palace afloat at a time when other construction projects were foundering. Their gratitude and the lengths to which they’d go to keep Trump in Atlantic City and happy were apparent when it came time for him to make good on his promise to honor a commitment Hilton had made to the state to spend $13 million to widen an existing road spur from an old Philadelphia-to-Atlantic City highway, past the Castle and to a bridge to the nearby island of Brigantine. Trump simply refused. It became an issue early in 1987 when he testified before the


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/image2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image3.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg
SABINO
RECOVERY

Integrative Behavior
b

;;Wellness |






