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INTRODUCTION
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LAS VEGAS IS A REMARKABLE city, perhaps unique in the world. For starters, it lies literally in the middle of nowhere. When it was born, there was no other human settlement within dozens of miles in every direction. It is also the only city in the world I know of to have been built for a sole, exclusive purpose: to entertain people. Which, even today, is its main reason for being, although over the years it has gained considerable importance in the US military (with the large Nellis Air Force Base nearby) and now hosts a university that is quite respected, as well as several companies, active mostly in online commerce and logistics.

This city's birth is very recent, to be placed in 1902 (more on that later), but its growth was literally explosive. In the years of the great boom, from the early 90s of last century to the devastating recession started in 2007/2008, the telephone company was forced to print two telephone directories per year instead of the traditional annual directory all other cities were used to, to be able to stay ahead of the incredible speed at which the population of the area increased. Immigration from different parts of the United States to Las Vegas was akin to a flood. This was due to the seemingly endless employment opportunities offered by the hospitality industry, which includes hotels, casinos (which have always been the city's main attraction), restaurants, and connected services, with far better wages than those offered in the rest of the country – as a result of tourists' generous tips –, and to the warm and dry climate, which many find extremely enjoyable.

One could indeed say that, if its duration is very short, the intensity of this city's history is equally out of the ordinary. Moreover, this is a story that can be entirely told following the evolution of its casino hotels (resorts, as they are called today). They have always been the ones to mark the city's rhythm, breath, and succession of happy times and dark moments. In this book, I will focus only on the resorts risen along one of the most popular and celebrated boulevards in the world, the famous Las Vegas Strip (whose real name is Las Vegas Boulevard South). It is a road stretch of about four miles located south of the city of Las Vegas proper, which is now called Downtown Las Vegas. Technically, the Strip is not even part of the Las Vegas municipality because it belongs administratively to Clark County.

So, it's the story of those four miles of road I'll describe. The reason is simple: for the tourist visiting Las Vegas today, this is by far the most important area, as it is unlikely someone from out of town will spend a great deal of time in the downtown area, visited mostly by locals.

By the end of this journey, it will be apparent that the Strip’s history is a veritable treasure trove of incredible adventures, extravagant and brave characters, grand dreamers, and countless anecdotes. Get ready for a ride full of surprises through a century of unparalleled history. Welcome to fabulous Las Vegas!
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THE BEGINNINGS, THE RAILROAD, THE DAM
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THE HISTORY OF THE area known as Las Vegas begins in 1829. At that time, what is now Nevada was part of Mexico. Only in 1848, following the Mexican American war, Nevada passed under Washington's government, becoming the 36th State of the Union in 1864.

Let's go back to 1829: an expedition of Spanish explorers, headed by Antonio Armijo, goes through the valley that today is known as the Las Vegas Valley when it comes to a series of water springs – today called Las Vegas Springs or Big Springs – that give rise to a kind of oasis. Hence the name "las vegas", which in Spanish means "the meadows". No white man had likely set foot in the valley before.

As is easily understandable, the presence of water in the middle of a dry area like that makes all the difference. It is believed that the nearest water sources were on a horseback day from Las Vegas. One can safely say that, without the discovery of water in 1829, a significant human settlement would never have developed in this semi-desert area.

Fast forward until 1902, when a Montana senator named William Andrews Clark decides to connect the city of Los Angeles on the Pacific Coast to Salt Lake City, Utah, through a railroad line. Mister Clark was a great personality: a tycoon of the mining industry, banker, and – of course – active in the railroad industry (which, at the time, was experiencing its greatest expansion), Clark is considered one of the five hundred wealthiest Americans ever.

The route of this railway line was designed to go through the Las Vegas Valley. To facilitate and speed up the construction work, it was decided to build a town from scratch to provide workers involved in the construction of the railway a place to rest. As one can easily imagine, the aforementioned workers did not just relax in the newly born "city" of Las Vegas. Let's say they thought it was okay to add a couple of more engaging activities: gambling and paid sex, both of which soon became a formidable economic development engine for a place born as an agglomeration of simple shacks and dormitories. Most of the railway company's employees arrived with their pockets full of cash and left broke. The foundation for the colossal expansion of one of the most celebrated cities – for better or worse – of our time had been laid.

* * *
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Las Vegas was officially established in 1905 and became a municipality in 1911. As already mentioned, the main tourist area (the Strip) is not strictly part of Las Vegas, but of the unincorporated town of Paradise. It is directly administered by Clark County, which is named – no wonder – after William Clark. In 1910 the State of Nevada decided to ban gambling. In 1919, Prohibition laws made the production, trade, and consumption of alcohol throughout the country illegal. In this regard, the early 30s of the twentieth century represent a complete reversal: in 1931, gambling was legalized again in Nevada, while Prohibition was abolished in 1933.

And with that, the first brick for the construction of Sin City had been laid. But a vital element was still missing, considering we are in the middle of an arid area: water and electricity capable of feeding the expansion of a place like this beyond the size of a small village. Thus, in the spring of 1931, construction work was started on one of the largest engineering projects in North America ever: the Hoover Dam. Or, more precisely, the Boulder Dam, which was named after the President of the United States who had decided to build it, Herbert Hoover (president from March 1929 to March 1933), only later by the new commander in chief, Franklin Delano Roosevelt (president from March 1933 to April 1945). In classic American style, to accommodate the thousands of workers involved in constructing the dam, a new town – Boulder City – was built from scratch, about twenty-five miles south-east of Las Vegas.

The triple purpose of the dam located on the Colorado River – in addition to providing thousands of jobs in the middle of the Great Depression – was to prevent periodic flooding, provide abundant irrigation water for crops, and produce large amounts of electricity, to be split between Arizona, California, and Nevada. The dam, costing $ 50,000,000 at the time (about $ 900 million 2017) and 122 casualties among workers (many deaths were simply caused by extreme climatic conditions), was delivered by the consortium of builders to the federal government on March 1, 1936. Two years ahead of schedule.

Everything is in place now. Mafia "families" of the East Coast are about to put their eyes (and hands) on this city surrounded by the desert. The birth of the myth is near.
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ANTHROPOLOGICAL NOTES ON GAMBLING


[image: ]


IF PROSTITUTION IS – more or less jokingly – considered "the oldest profession in the world", one can safely argue that gambling is the oldest pastime in the world. Archaeologists have been able to find artifacts and other proof related to gambling in every ancient civilization we are aware of, with very few exceptions.

We know the Sumerians in Mesopotamia did play dice – perhaps as early as six thousand years ago – using astragali (talus bones), as did the Ancient Egyptians a bit later. Talus bones come from terrestrial animals, precisely from the area where the paw joins the ankle. They are also present in humans, located between foot and ankle. Being vaguely cubic in shape, they represent the oldest dice ever discovered. Much later, the Romans did invent – for the Western part of the world – the six-faced regular dice in use today, making them in the most diverse materials (ivory, wood, stone, and amber). Dice similar to those used in Ancient Rome can be traced back to China since 2000 BC.

It is believed that, initially, the above-mentioned dice were used for divination practices. Essentially, the purpose was to predict the future based on the outcome of a throw of astragali, each face having a different numerical value (just like today). Starting from there, nothing more than a very short step was needed to introduce the custom of trying to guess in advance what the outcome of the throw of the dice would be, perhaps adding a small (or large) bet to increase the suspense.

This is to say that Las Vegas's success as a "city of sins", though having a limited history behind it, is deeply rooted in human habits as ancient as civilization itself (prostitution and gambling), that – incidentally – are in no way specifically American. The typical American aspect is – if anything – that of grandeur: to build an entire Mecca of games and fun somewhere in the desert and make it a tourist destination for forty million visitors a year.
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THE GODFATHERS
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IN THIS CHAPTER, I will briefly review the role played by organized crime in the development and control of numerous Las Vegas casinos. I will not focus on the downtown area, as this work mainly illustrates the events shaping that part of the city that every contemporary visitor gets to know in 90% of the cases: the Strip. Downtown has been inexorably left behind by history. It will never recover, for obvious reasons of lack of space: only along the Strip is it possible to build a mega-resort. And only casino hotels of this type and size have proven to be really profitable.

Concerning organized crime, a short summary will do. I shall only delve into the details of Flamingo's history in a subsequent chapter because it is well-documented and has been narrated in a way that is as spectacular as it is rich of inaccuracies in the 1991 film Bugsy, directed by Barry Levinson and with Warren Beatty as gangster Bugsy Siegel.

This aspect of Las Vegas's history is not the main topic of the present book, mainly since the grip of organized crime on the city has now largely waned – for reasons that shall be explained later – and therefore no longer represents a reality which a visitor will come in contact with in 2018. Also, it should be considered that Mafiosi notoriously do not like to advertise their activities. This means that chronicles about this sector of the economy are often based on unreliable or, at the very least, inaccurate accounts.
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