Bruce Martin, Producer, On the Felt radio www.MLPoker.com
Hearing Las Vegas tales from the ’50s and ’60s is far more fascinating than hearing stories about other cities during the same years. This is mostly because the players all have nicknames like “Bugsy,” “Icepick,” and “The Ant,” and their real-life activities were more outrageous than the endless fiction they continue to inspire. If The Sopranos is entertaining, true stories from the years when the Mob ran Vegas are downright enthralling. . . .
When the Mob Ran Vegas is a unique glimpse into the past that shaped Las Vegas into what it is today. Whether you find it nostalgic or shocking, whether you wish those days could return or are happy they’ve vanished into the past, Fischer has created a picture of an era that preserves not only faces and facts, but also a personal impression of a city he clearly loves.
Megan Edwards, Living Las Vegas
David G. Schwartz, Coordinator, Gaming Studies
When the Mob Ran Vegas is worth a read if you’re one of those people who can’t read enough stories about Old Vegas and the days when hoodlums came to the desert to create a place that hard-working, law-abiding Americans wouldn’t be able to resist.
Richard B. Taylor, Historian and Author, Moulin Rouge Hotel History and Sin City?
Steve Fischer has pieced together the true story of Vegas in the ’50s and ’60s. He makes you feel a part of “the scene” when the “boys” ran the town...It’s the story Casino didn’t dare tell about the “real” owners who built, ran, and played in Las Vegas and began what is now the Entertainment Capital of the World...This is the history of Las Vegas, by which all other Las Vegas books must be measured. I simply couldn’t put it down.
Erskine, Host of Erskine Overnight www.ErskineonRadio.com on Genesis Radio Network
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This could very well be the first book ever created from eBay listings. I’d like to thank the hundreds of eBayers who’ve made the writing of this book as much fun as it has been. Thanks for your kind and supportive emails.
Many others helped me put this book together:
Thanks to Deanna DeMatteo for immense research assistance over the past few years. Recognized as the most complete and well-researched compendium of information available is Deanna’s Web site LasVegasStripHistory.com. A special thank you for the countless hours of research on the Tony Cornero biography.
“History turns to dust, and I’m here to collect that dust and turn it into something called a story ... which is what I do when I take people on a tour of my collection.” A quote from Howard Klein, one of the true experts on the evolution of the Las Vegas Strip, Howard has put together a world-class collection of Las Vegas history. With thanks for your friendship, your knowledge, and all you’ve done for this book.
John Neeland, Publicity Manager of the Riviera Hotel in Las Vegas, has been a pleasure to work with on this project. John and his staff at the Riviera have supplied me with many of the photos for the book. After nearly 40 years in the business, there are not a lot of headliners with whom he hasn’t worked, or stories he doesn’t know.
I don’t know if there’s an author who writes about Las Vegas who doesn’t speak with Howard Schwartz of the Gamblers Book Shop and the famous GBC (Gamblers Book Club) in Las Vegas. His knowledge of the personalities of Las Vegas is legendary.
Bob Stoldal is News Director of KLAS TV, General Manager of Las Vegas One TV, and a man who enjoys the history of Las Vegas as much as I do. Bob’s specialty is the Las Vegas of the early Twentieth Century, from 1900 through 1931, and he’s the recognized expert in that field. Bob is Chairman of the Nevada State Museum Board, and Chairman of the City of Las Vegas Historical Preservation Commission.
Steve Cutler, collector, historian and founder of the Casino Legends Hall of Fame, gets a special “thank you.” Steve and his wife, Sheryl Slakoff, seem to know everyone in Las Vegas. And they were kind enough to open doors for me that I would never have been able to enter were it not for them.
Thanks to Stephen D. Fitt, Ph.D., Instructional Librarian UNLV, for all his assistance on this project. Thanks to casino legend Bernie Sindler.
And also, thanks to Richard Greeno, a leading authority on Benny Binion and the El Rancho Vegas. To Dick Taylor, author and historian. Dick was GM of Hacienda for many years, and the Last Frontier in the late ’50s. To Casino Chip and Token News Magazine, especially to Allan Anderson, editor, and to Jim Steffner, Dick Covington, and Mike Quinlivan. And to Paul Reed, for sharing his knowledge of what really happened when the Mob ran Vegas.
Thanks to Jeff and Corky Bleaman, Esther Meiches, John Zipay, Jay Kiran, Veronica Worth, Skip Harouff, Paul Wagner, Jim Brown, Ross Conquest, Vikki Celaya and my friend, the now ex-Mobster in Las Vegas.
To my two kids and four grandkids, I told you that eventually I’d be finished with the book, and then Mom and I could start babysitting again. I’ll let you know when the book is finished.
And to my wonderful wife, Jan, thanks for the hundreds of hours of work you put in on this book, and the 40 years that you’ve put up with me.
Of course I’ve forgotten people who should have been thanked for their assistance, and I apologize. Your names will be mentioned in Book 2 because chances are I’ll be asking for some more assistance.
What is it about Las Vegas that captivates us historians? Is it how the skim worked at the Stardust and how millions of dollars walked out of the door uncounted? Or what really happened when Frank Sinatra threw a chair at the casino boss of the Sands? Did you ever hear the story about how some very bad Vegas guys rigged the gin rummy games at the Friars Club and took a bunch of famous people to the cleaners? Howard Hughes had some weird notions about the Silver Slipper and put his money where his paranoia was. It’s all Vegas, and it is fascinating history.
Las Vegas in the ’50s and ’60s was indeed another world. Those were the days when small-time gamblers like me, in town with my wife for a weekend of shows and great food, could ride down the elevator at one of the Strip hotels with Lucille Ball, have an A table at the Versailles Room at the Riviera to see Rowan and Martin, with Edie Adams opening, and laugh until it hurt when Buddy Hackett played the old Congo Room at the Sahara.
Behind the scenes, the Mob ran Vegas in those days. And stories abound. Through years of study and interviews and just talking to people from all strata of Las Vegas comes this book, a glimpse into the money, mayhem, and murders of the Las Vegas of just a few years ago.
Even though I have put together an impressive collection of memorabilia from Las Vegas, I tell people that I’m a collector of Las Vegas stories.
Back in May 2003, I discovered a new audience for my stories on the wonderful world of eBay. Newly retired, I knew I should start getting rid of some of the stuff I’d collected over the years. But what I wanted to do was sit down and write. I had three things going for me: I had plenty of time on my hands, a very large collection of Las Vegas memorabilia, and a million Las Vegas stories that I’d share at the drop of a hat.
My first time selling on eBay, I stayed up through the night composing my first eBay listing. Never mind the item, it was the story behind it that captivated eBay browsers. Here was a chance to share some of the great stories I know about Las Vegas and make a few bucks in the process.
Item one was a 1952 Tariff Sheet from the newly opened Sands Hotel. A “Tariff Sheet” was a list of room prices at the Sands, and a Gala New Year’s Eve Party at the Sands, welcoming in the year 1953.
I enjoy research, and I knew who the licensed owners of the Sands were, and who the hidden owners of the Sands were. In presenting the 1952 Tariff Sheet in the context of who owned the Sands when it first opened, and who was behind the people who owned the Sands when it first opened, I ended up writing a story, which I totally enjoyed sharing with anyone who would see the item on eBay.
To my great surprise, I got two emails the following morning. Both of them were extremely complimentary. Neither of the writers bid on the Tariff Sheet, but they both said they enjoyed reading about the hidden owners of the Sands, like Doc Stacher, a Mob boss from New Jersey. I wrote both of them, thanked them for their nice emails, and began writing this book.
The Sands Tariff Sheet itself was won by a fellow who’s been a regular client of mine since I started on eBay. You’ll notice a couple of the illustrations in this book are credited to the Conquest Collection. That’s my very first customer’s collection. And the winning bid for the Tariff Sheet was $63.00.
Over the past few years and hundreds of eBay listings during that time, I’ve met many people who love Las Vegas history as much as I do. As an added bonus, I’ve met a large number of other collectors and historians who’ve become friends.
Many of the stories you’ll read are about famous or infamous people, many are about people you’ve never heard of before, but they all contributed to giving this fabulous town such a vibrant history.
-Steve Fischer
From March 13 to March 30, 1951, the living room at our house was the place to be. Uncle Jack and Aunt Thelma were over, and our next-door neighbors, Mr. and Mrs. Annunziata showed up every day around 5. They’d all sit on folding chairs and the couch.
My dad and uncle insisted that we kids watch it also. “It’s history in the making,” dad used to say before the show began each day. The New York City schools let the seniors go home early to watch the hearings. It’s “Democracy in Action.”
The day before the televised committee meetings began in the Federal Courthouse in lower Manhattan, on March 12, United States Senator Estes Kefauver from the great state of Tennessee was on the front cover of TIME magazine. He was a national celebrity. He was making his final stop in his crusade to free America from the horrors of “Organized Crimes in Interstate Commerce.”
First, a little explanation about the Senate committee:
The Senate Committee on Organized Crime in Interstate Commerce needed a chairman. Nobody particularly wanted the committee assignment; 1951 was a year away from a Presidential and the Senatorial elections – and you could just get buried chairing some stupid committee on the Organized Crime in Interstate Commerce. That was just not a wise election year issue.
There was another committee out there looking for a Chairman that interested Estes – a much sexier committee – something that would get him into the limelight. Being the junior Senator from Tennessee was OK, but Estes Kefauver had his sights set on higher office. The problem was that damn, drunken, loudmouth from Wisconsin, also a junior Senator, who didn’t have one day’s more seniority than Estes, was already campaigning to get on the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC). But when Joe McCarthy got that plum of a job, Senator Kefauver took over as chairman of the Organized Crimes in Interstate Commerce Committee. After a little study, he thought maybe he could do something with this committee after all.
The original charge of the committee as defined by chairman Senator Kefauver was to “combat any type of organized crime which spilled over state boundaries. Such crimes include drug trafficking, the smuggling of cigarettes or liquor on which no taxes had been paid, theft, hijacking, extortion, kidnapping, pornography, stock manipulation and stock fraud, prostitution and bond fraud.”
There were also some unspecified crimes, all having to do with stopping commerce that was crossing “interstate boundaries for illegal purposes.”
That is all pretty laudable stuff, right?
What they ended up investigating had next to nothing to do with interstate commerce, it had to do with illegal gambling. Not wire gambling – not bookmaking, which does go interstate. We’re talking about slot machine operators, casinos with tuxedoed croupiers spinning roulette wheels, and poker games. I don’t mean to minimize the work that the committee did, and it provided a lot of entertainment for a lot of people who had never seen a real Mobster before. It also brought to light “revelations” as it described them – about gambling in America – of course, these revelations were about illegal gambling clubs that had been operating completely out in the open for the past 20 years or so.
Although Kefauver’s committee visited a total of 14 different cities – Kefauver’s home state of Tennessee certainly had its share of gambling parlors and vice, and all the same kinds of activities that went on in most of the other stops in Kefauver’s Crusade – yet Tennessee was never looked at by the committee. All the Memphis bookmakers were safe as long as ’ol Estes was in charge of the committee, apparently.
And it was great drama, whether it was posturing or not. Television was in its infancy, and the Kefauver committee caught the nation’s interest. Not only was our living room crowded – we had one of those 9-inch Philco televisions – my dad bought a large magnifying glass that you installed over the screen so it was like watching TV on a 9 -1/2-inch screen.
Joey Adonis, “I likes ya, youse can call me Joey A,” testifies before the Kefauver Committee. He refused to testify against himself ”in any respect.”
Frank Costello, whom the committee had called “The Prime Minister of Organized Crime in America,” was questioned every single day the committee was in New York – sometimes for 10 minutes, sometimes for an hour, but every single day.
And every day, Frank Costello sat there, saying, “On advice of counsel, I decline to answer on the grounds that it may incriminate me.”
Finally his lawyer complained to the committee that it wasn’t fair to his client to keep focusing on his face during this interrogation. So the pool cameraman for WPIX New York focused on Costello’s hands – and so did my parents along with 30 million other people – as this Mafia capo was being grilled by the Senators. And the camera remained focused on his hands during the questioning about the Mafia. Very dramatic stuff.
Q: “Are you, Mr. Costello, in charge of the United States Mafia?”
A: “On advice of counsel, I decline to answer on the grounds that it may incriminate me.”
Q: “Mr. Costello, do you know Joe Bonnano or Guisseppe Profaci or Carlos Marcello or Meyer Lansky?”
A: “On advice of counsel, I decline to answer on the grounds that it may incriminate me.”
Q: “Mr. Costello, did you have breakfast this morning at the Algonquin Hotel coffee shop with known Mafia Chieftain Louis Santos, also known as Santo Trafficante?”
A: “On advice of counsel, I decline to answer on the grounds that it may incriminate me.”
Costello’s raspy, gravely voice, (the result of an accident when a surgeon mistakenly singed his vocal cords as a child), was heard on every TV in America. It became the model for the Marlon Brando voice in the Godfather.
Q: “Mr. Costello, you were seen having breakfast with Mr. Traficante this morning. Apparently you had ordered oatmeal and toast. Was the oatmeal any good?”
(Here Frank Costello leaned back and behind his hand conferred with his $300-an-hour attorney, George Wolf. The whispered conversation lasted about 30 seconds.)
A: “On advice of counsel, I decline to answer on the grounds that it may incriminate me.”
In five days, Frank Costello took the Fifth a total of 138 times.
On the sixth day that he was called into the Federal Courthouse in New York to be grilled by Senator, and soon-tobe-running-for-Vice President Estes Kefauver, Costello decided that with or without advice of counsel, he’d had it up to here!
When the committee came back from lunch at 1:00 p.m., (they had made Costello report at 9:00 a.m), they got around to calling him up to the table to testify.
Q: “Good afternoon, Mr. Costello, how are you today?”
A: “You know something, Senator? This whole circus of yours is just wasting my time. Go stick it in your hat!”
With that, Frank Costello, who in 1951 was capo di tuti capi in the US, walked out on Senator Estes Kefauver and his whole damn committee, right on live TV!
Frank Costello storming off. The Kefauver Committee required him to be there every single day the committee was in session, and to report each morning at 9 a.m. Many days Costello wasn’t called on until 3 p.m. though he’d been there since 9 a.m.
From that moment on, Mafia became a word known in every household in America.
Two short notes here:
“Go stick it in your hat” is a paraphrase of what Mr. Costello really said, and
What Kefauver and his committee did was to stir the American public’s awareness and fascination with the Mafia.
Besides Frank Costello being subpoenaed, Meyer Lansky was served with a subpoena (the third time he was told to appear before the committee), as was Joey Adonis (“Joey A” to his friends), and so was Virginia Hill...
This anecdote is absolutely true. I’m sure there’s a moral in here somewhere, but I’m not sure what it is.
First, this is live TV, you know, the kind that you don’t get a chance to edit.
Virginia Hill, who was Bugsy Siegel’s main squeeze, was now married and living in Austria. She’d come to New York to shop, was seen, and was served with a subpoena to appear before the Kefauver committee.
This is only four years after Bugsy was shot, and the American public knew who Virginia Hill was, but had only seen her picture in the papers. The television public was now going to get a chance to watch her sweat under the questioning of Senator Estes Kefauver, protector of The Flag, Mom’s Apple Pie, and Virtue of Living in an America Free of Mobsters – all on live TV!
Virginia Hill during screen test. Age 24, height 5’4”, weight 116 lbs.
WPIX, a local independent station in New York, was picked to do the feed. They had three cameras covering the committee, and the three networks NBC, CBS, and ABC picked up their images from WPIX and spread them nationwide. When the Kefauver committee took a break for lunch, the rest of the country took a break for lunch – this was fabulous free entertainment.
“I can’t wait to see that floozie on TV, I heard she has lovers all over the world...and you know she made Bugsy leave his wife and two daughters for her, the slut!”
And when Virginia Hill was about to face the committee at 6:30 p.m., we all sat down in front of the Philco to watch her while eating dinner. History in the making, you know!
Never one to be shy about anything, and also known for her, well, call it extremely salty language, she easily handled questions about the death of Bugsy Siegel.
She played around with the committee for a while, and insisted that neither she, nor her brother Chickie Hill, who was in the house, nor her maid, who was in the house, nor Allen Smiley, who was in the house – “knows nuthin’ about nuthin’ about Ben’s death, Senator.”
Then Senator Estes Kefauver made a mistake. He began asking Virginia Hill about her income.
How come she was given so much money by so many men, he wanted to know.
There was the doctor in Chicago, and the two Mobsters in New York, and Ben Siegel, and the millionaire in Mexico, and the New York concert violinist – all giving her money over the years, for no apparent reason.
“How come that’s the case, Miss Hill?” Kefauver asked. She demurred once. Kefauver pushed, and she replied,
HILL: “Senator, are you SURE you want to know why these men give me money?”
KEFAUVER: “Of course I want to know, Miss Hill.”
HILL: “Senator, they give me money, because I’m the best damn cocksucker in the United States!”
[The unexpected answer according to observers, knocked the toupee off Senator Charles W. Tobey, and had parents all over the country choking on meat loaf and string beans.]
The next day, the boys in Miss Hildreth’s 8th grade class decided that the Kefauver committee hearings was their favorite TV show of all time.
The 14 cities that the committee traveled to, and held hearings in, were Washington, D.C., Tampa, Miami, New York City, Cleveland, St. Louis, Kansas City, New Orleans, Chicago,
Detroit, Philadelphia, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and, of course, Las Vegas.
The committee covered 52,000 miles and heard from more than 600 witnesses.
In Las Vegas, nearly every one of the 1950 Las Vegas casino owners and operators was called to testify.
By the time the committee ended in April 1951, 86 percent of American homes were watching the hearings religiously. Overnight, millions of Americans knew the name Kefauver along with Jake “Greasy Thumb” Guzak, Charlie “Trigger Finger” Fischetti, Tony “Big Tuna” Accardo and others.
However, besides providing free, jaw-dropping entertainment to the American public for months, the Kefauver hearings were also responsible for one more thing.
Because of the Kefauver committee’s visibility, local city councils and sheriffs were pressured to get the non-licensed casinos closed up across America. And some of the best and brightest gaming people in the world loaded their kids and wives in their Cadillacs, said goodbye to the winters in Minneapolis and began amassing fortunes, nearly completely legally.
Folsom’s Guest Cottages on US Highway 91, six miles south of Las Vegas, closed in 1941.
Harold Folsom had died and his widow, Maggie, just couldn’t run the place. It used to be a nice place. Right on the Los Angeles Highway, only about 4 miles south of town, other side of the highway from that new El Rancho Las Vegas place they were building. Another mile or so south of there, right where the highway takes a bend.
One day, Maggie received a long distance call from a Mr. Bautzer who said he was an attorney in Los Angeles. Mr. Bautzer asked Maggie if she’d ever thought of selling the Guest Cottages.
There were some back taxes due, but if Maggie were interested, a real nice deal could be worked out. Mr. Bautzer said he had a client who wanted to buy the old, run-down place. And the client would pay off the delinquent taxes, and, well, “What would you say to $8,000 additional for you?” Maggie was afraid that Mr. Bautzer could hear the war whoop she let out.
After Mr. Bautzer hung up, Maggie found the old paperwork on the desert land and placed it neatly on the desk next to the white pad and the pencil. Laid everything out for their meeting and said a special prayer of thanks for Mr. Bautzer – $8,000, wow!
The next morning, Mr. Bautzer flew to Las Vegas with his client and the $38,000, which he decided to bring in cash, just in case Maggie wanted to negotiate for more. The sight of those 380 $100 bills was enough to get her signature on the deed. The widow Folsom was more eager to sell the desert land than Mr. Bautzer was in purchasing it.
It was a real quick deal. Lemonade, sure I’ll have another one of those delicious sugar cookies, sign here, thank you, Maggie, and THIS is yours, said Bautzer, as he handed over the package of 380 brand new $100 bills to her. She was expecting a check of some kind. Who carries around $38,000 in cash? But it was impressive. Maggie had no way of knowing that Bautzer and his client did everything in cash. The client was Morris Sedway, one of Ben (don’t call me Bugsy) Siegel’s men.
Moe Sedway, known as Little Moey, sold the property to Billy Wilkerson. Billy owned two hot Hollywood nightclubs, Ciro’s and LaRue’s, and the Hollywood Reporter, the movie industry newspaper.
Billy held the Folsom Cottage property through the weekend, and then sold half of it to the Nevada Projects Corporation, Benjamin Siegel, President. The Folsom cottages sat on the land where the Flamingo Hotel was going to be built.
Nov. 24, 1945: George Raft had a beautiful home up on Coldwater Canyon near Los Angeles. Ben arranged for a large dinner at Raft’s home, filled with prospective investors. Ben was going to get his Flamingo Hotel off the ground at last.
Siegel also met with Del Webb, who was going to build the Flamingo; the architect; and the construction company. Three days of pouring over the blueprints – and they finally had their plans.
The working number that Ben had in his head was $1 million for the project. A million dollars would be needed to build Ben Siegel’s Flamingo Club. (The earliest references to the Flamingo Hotel, in the newspaper articles of 1944 and 1945, referred to it as the Club. It became the Flamingo Hotel for licensing purposes in late 1945.)
The Nevada Projects Corporation was involved with only one project – to build the Flamingo Club in Las Vegas.
Shareholders in the Nevada Projects Corporation - and their holdings:
Ben Siegel: 195 shares
Charlie Ross, Phoenix banker: 100 shares
Allen Block: 10 shares
Billy Wilkerson, Ben’s working partner: 125 shares
Solly Solloway, married to Ben’s sister: 20 shares
Hy Abrams: 22.5 shares
Joe Ross, Ben’s Beverly Hills attorney: 45 shares
Sam Rothberg, co-owner of American Distillers (Peoria, IL): 122 shares
Harry Rothberg, co-owner of American Distillers (Peoria, IL): 122 shares
Allen Smiley, friend of Ben’s: 15 shares
Louis Pokross, front for 15 NY Mobsters: unknown number of shares
Morris Rosen, front for Frank Costello: 100 shares
Meyer Lansky: 100 shares
The same day the ground was broken for the Flamingo, Ben Siegel’s wife, Esta, established residency at a guest ranch just outside Reno, Nevada.
Esta Siegel had to be a Nevada resident for six weeks before she could file for an uncontested divorce, and she wanted to be as far away from Ben as she could.
In 1931 the Nevada legislature passed a series of measures that helped insulate the state from effects of the Depression. These included legal gambling, instant weddings and quick divorces, and legalized prostitution.
It was an amicable settlement. Their two daughters would remain with Esta. Ben would pay for their schooling and expenses until they were married – $350 per week plus school tuition.
Esta would get the house that Ben purchased at 200 Delfern Drive in Hollywood, their New York apartment, Ben’s Cadillac, and $600 per week alimony for the rest of her life.
This was 1945 – postwar 1945 – and building materials were very hard to come by. This was not the case for the Nevada Projects Corporation.
With the help of his partner, Billy Wilkerson, Siegel obtained lumber and pipe right from the movie studios. Wilkerson applied pressure to his friends in the studios, and before long, trucks from Culver City and Hollywood were crossing the desert loaded with lumber and pipe heading for the Flamingo Club building site.
Ben imported expensive marble and decorative woods for the Flamingo’s lobby through the Mexican black market. Ben was big in the drug trade in Mexico, and his partners supplied the rare building materials he wanted for the Flamingo’s lobby.
One of Siegel’s best friends was Pat McCarran, US Senator from the great state of Nevada. McCarran reprioritized the building needs list for projects going on in southern Nevada. They were reprioritized so that Ben and the Nevada Projects Corporation could receive the copper fixtures and tiling they needed to get the Flamingo up and running by Christmas 1946.
This wasn’t the way to make friends in southern Nevada. Protest meetings were held in Las Vegas and Boulder City by the VFW and the Elks. Their members were finding that they couldn’t get any of the fixtures and pipes needed for their projects. All the building material seemed to be going to “that Gangster, Bugsy Siegel’s joint, the Flamingo!”
While the Flamingo Club was being built, Ben and his girlfriend, Virginia Hill, were living down the road at the Last Frontier, Suite 401.
Each morning Ben would drive down to the Flamingo worksite and sign for the morning deliveries. He wanted to be totally involved in the Flamingo construction, but he didn’t understand the construction business. During the day many of those deliveries would disappear out the back gate. The next day, the same items would be resold to Ben and the Flamingo. One truckload of lumber looks pretty much the same as every other truckload of lumber, right?
Ben’s lack of business acumen mixed with his volatile personality ultimately resulted in the Flamingo being nowhere near ready by Christmas 1946.
Siegel had three Las Vegas managers: Moey Sedway, Davie Berman, and Solly Solloway, who was family. He was married to Ben’s sister.
The properties that Ben already controlled in Las Vegas were the Northern Club – he had actually purchased controlling interest for $50,000 in 1944 – and the Frontier Turf Club. The horse book at the Golden Nugget was run by Ben’s bodyguard, Fat Irish Green. Hymie Segal, another bodyguard, was running the horse book at the Las Vegas Club. Ben’s racing wire, the Trans America Wire Service, operating out of Chicago and Los Angeles, was in place in every single horse parlor in Las Vegas.
A competitive racing wire, the Continental Wire Service based in Chicago, was run by a guy named James Regan. For a number of years there was open warfare between the two services. Even though 1946 wasn’t a great year for Ben Siegel, his competitor in the wire business, James Regan, had a worse one.
During the Flamingo’s grand opening, probably as a gift to Ben, someone in Chicago blasted Regan enough times with a shotgun to cut him in half.
Ben’s chief lieutenants were Little Moey Sedway, who controlled many of Ben’s Las Vegas ventures, plus his warehouse business in Los Angeles, and Gus Greenbaum, who was living in Phoenix and running the gambling business for Ben in Arizona.
In 1944, Ben and his friend Allen Smiley bought a warehouse in Cerritos, California. They called it the California Metals Company. They bought millions of dollars worth of stolen iron and other metals at very reasonable prices, and then resold them at a huge profit to large users, such as the US government. Moey Sedway was in charge of California Metals.
Sedway was beginning to make some decent money. However, he was getting too full of himself for Ben Siegel’s liking. In a fit of rage and frustration, mostly aimed at the construction delays, Ben had Moey Sedway physically thrown out the front door of the Flamingo Hotel – and told him that he would be killed if he ever entered the Flamingo again.
After Ben Siegel was killed on June 20, 1947, Little Moey Sedway was one of the three men who walked into the Executive Offices of the Flamingo and took over. While Ben was alive, among other enterprises, Moe ran the racing wire in Las Vegas for Ben. Sedway was also a very competent manager of casino operations.
This surprised most of the Flamingo insiders, because Moey Sedway was Ben Siegel’s go-to guy. If something needed doing, it was Moey who made sure it was done. If someone needed something from Ben, they had to clear it through Moey first!
But Moey Sedway had done what several Mobsters from around the country did – they reinvented themselves in Las Vegas and became respectable citizens.
Sedway was liked by almost everyone in the community. He got things done, to be sure, and he did them with style. He was an aldermen of Clark County (being paid $1 a year for his services). He was head of the United Jewish Appeal in Las Vegas. He was on the board of directors of the Clark County Library.
Then Moey went one step too far for Ben. He was asked to run for the Nevada State Assembly, and he said yes. Whether it was jealousy or not, Moey became persona non-grata in Ben Siegel’s world.
Ben Siegel was another story. The merchants and the small casino owners downtown were aware that he wanted to take over Las Vegas. He already had points in every casino that had a horse book, and the handwriting was on the wall. Ben represented organized crime – and organized crime was something that Las Vegans didn’t want.
When the Flamingo was ready for its opening, a whisper campaign was conducted all over Las Vegas. Dealers, deskmen, bellhops, valets, waitresses, and other hotel personnel were told to speak to guests and gamblers about staying away from “that gangster-ridden Flamingo…”
In Hollywood, one by one, stars like Spencer Tracy and Katharine Hepburn, who had told Ben that they’d love to come up to the Flamingo for the grand opening, came up with an excuse.
Clark Gable developed a head cold. Marlene Dietrich sprained her ankle. Gary Cooper said his mother was sick and he had to fly to Texas to see her. It seems everyone was pulling out of a commitment they’d made to show up at the grand opening.
The MGM movie stars were told by William Randolph Hearst (known to close friends as WR) that if they valued their careers, they’d stay out of the Flamingo. WR hated Ben Siegel because of Marion Davies. Hearst had information that Ben and Marion apparently had 30 or 40 one-night stands. This was just after Marion and “Daddy” (as she privately called WR) had stopped seeing one another.
Among his other enterprises, Ben also owned the Screen Extras Guild. He frequently would hold up studios for extortion money. “Pay me or the ‘extras’ who were on a shoot, and all belonged to the Screen Extras Guild, will walk off your set.” And it happened lots of times. Hearst had a lot of friends in the movie business who hated Ben Siegel.
But the actors were not part of this group. Ben socialized with everyone in Hollywood. It was the studio heads who hated him – especially Hearst.
WR let it be known that no motion picture star, especially those with MGM, was to show his or her face at the Flamingo – or else!
Billy Wilkerson tried to promote the Flamingo among his movie-star patrons at Ciro’s and LaRue’s, but with little success. George Raft, however, did recruit a number of his friends to the grand opening at the Flamingo Hotel, an event starring Rose Marie and Jimmy Durante.
Numerous articles have been written about the disastrous opening night at the Flamingo. Though Ben had hired 12 uniformed guards to watch the patrons, many of the dealers were helping themselves to money. Luck was running against the house, and two rival casino owners, Tutor Scherer and Beldon Katleman, both won nearly $100,000. The decks and the dice were running cold. George Raft was the only well-known loser that first night – it’s said he dropped $75,000 at baccarat. But even with that win, the house was down nearly $200,000 on its first night.
The Flamingo Showroom was barely half filled. The great Jimmy Durante played to fewer than 80 people on opening night. Ben had leased three TWA Constellation jets to fly the rich and famous guests from the Los Angeles area to Las Vegas. But the weather kept the planes grounded.
The following night, Dec. 27, was much worse. Rose Marie played to fewer than 20 people, and Jimmy Durante said it was the smallest crowd he’d ever seen, even back to his saloon days. New Year’s Eve was a little better – Lucille Ball and Desi Arnez were guests of the hotel, as was Georgie Jessel and Leo Carillo, better known as Pancho, the Cisco Kid’s sidekick.
One of the problems was that the Flamingo Hotel wasn’t really a hotel. It was a casino with a showroom and a coffee shop.
It had only 90 rooms and they were constantly being worked on. (Each of the rooms, per Ben Siegel’s instructions, had its own private sewer system, and furnishings were running at nearly $11,000 per unit.) Without hotel rooms to keep the guests on your property, people will play for a while, but then head back up to the El Rancho or the Frontier where they had paid $5 for their room for the night. It was a long drive back to the Flamingo. “So how about if we play right here at the Last Frontier after dinner, Mildred?”
The Flamingo Hotel lost in the neighborhood of $700,000 during the 65 days it remained open. By the first of February, Ben had closed some areas of the casino, the Flamingo Showroom and the outside bar. The casino still had three blackjack tables, one craps table, and the slots on the east side of the casino.
This flyer was distributed in Beverly Hills and the Hollywood movie colony. A mailing was done to a list of VIPs and millionaires. Ben had three TWA planes chartered and waiting. Bad weather cancelled everything. None of the three planes took off.
Those gamblers and vacationers who wanted to see the Flamingo, and try their luck, were soon chased out by either the constant noise of hotel construction or the occasional very scary glimpse of Ben Siegel and his muscle – four bodyguards scowling at everything – walking through the casino.
Dealers would cower, hoping that Ben wouldn’t stop at their table.
And then, on Feb. 6, 1947, Ben Siegel told his two publicists, Paul Price in Los Angeles, and Hank Greenspun in Las Vegas, to prepare press releases that the Flamingo Hotel was temporarily closing but would reopen as the Fabulous Flamingo within the month – billed as the World’s Most Glamorous Hotel.
When Ben was upset, people who knew him would give him a very wide berth. Many believe his craziness was based on inherited insanity. He was a powder keg and, once he’d exploded, there wasn’t much that could be done to calm him down.
Abe Schiller was the central figure in a public display of Siegel’s volatile personality. I’ve read and heard many different versions of the incident, but I believe this is the way it happened.
As promised, within a month, on March 1, 1947, the Flamingo Hotel reopened as the Fabulous Flamingo. The grand reopening was held that Saturday morning.
There was no fanfare, but the hotel’s front doors were opened by the Andrews Sisters – Patty, LaVerne, and Maxene. All three gals mingled with the guests, as did Joan Crawford and the Ritz Brothers.
There was free food and free drinks plus hot dogs and hamburgers out by the pool. People were encouraged to “bring the kiddies.” One of the families showing up at the grand reopening was the Schillers – Abe, Doris, and their three kids.
Abe worked over at the El Rancho Vegas as entertainment director. He and the Missus wanted to see what was so fabulous about the Fabulous Flamingo. So the Schillers and their kids got into their swimsuits and drove in from Henderson to try out the Flamingo swimming pool and the free grub.
Ben had heard that Abe Schiller was encouraging his comedians, especially Joe E. Lewis, to joke about “that gangster up the road, Bugsy Siegel.”
Normally Ben Siegel didn’t carry a piece. He had three regular bodyguards who watched his every step, but Ben knew that his days were numbered and that there was a contract out on him. Besides his three regular guns, he hired one of the top button men in the country to become his fourth bodyguard – a monster named Hooky Rothman.
To be on the safe side, Ben was also packing a piece.
He and his entourage were walking by the pool when he saw Abe Schiller in a swimsuit. He exploded. He hated Schiller and anyone else who criticized his Flamingo. He ran over to Schiller, took out his gun and pistol-whipped Abe Schiller to the ground.
Then in front of Abe’s wife and kids plus 200 or so Flamingo guests, Ben made Schiller crawl around the entire Flamingo pool. Ben was walking alongside him, kicking him and shooting over his head into the pool.
Hooky Rothman pulled out his piece and made damn sure no one stood up – or did anything else. The Flamingo guests and the Schiller family watched in horror as Abe, bleeding from his pistol-whipping, continued to crawl around the pool. Only then did Ben let another of his bodyguards, Fat Irish Green, take him inside. True story – it happened on March 1, 1947.
Regarding Ben’s murder: He was 41 years old the evening he was shot. He had gone out to dinner with his friend and partner, Allen Smiley.
They went to Jacks on the Beach in Santa Monica. After dinner, Smiley and Ben drove to Virginia Hill’s rented mansion at 810 North Linden Drive in Beverly Hills. Ben was on the couch reading the newspaper when someone fired a 30-caliber Army carbine rifle nine times through an outside window. Four bullets hit him. The first shot hit him in his eye; it was found on the fireplace hearth across the room.
Of the four hits, two were head shots and two were body shots. According to the police report of the shooting, the distance from the window to where Ben was sitting was “between 4 and 4.5 feet.”
There are many theories on who killed Ben Siegel. It’s generally agreed that his death sentence was voted on during the Havana Mafia Conference on Dec. 25, 1946, held on the penthouse roof of the Hotel Nacional.
Siegel was killed at about 10:40 p.m. Two hours later, at about midnight, Little Moey Sedway, Gus Greenbaum, and Morrie Rosen walked into the executive offices of the Flamingo as the new bosses.
Two days later, on June 22, 1947, there was a meeting held in the Executive Offices of the Flamingo. Attending the board of directors meeting were:
Joey Ross, Beverly Hills (an attorney representing Ben Siegel’s interests)
Meyer Lansky, New York (de-facto chairman of the group) Morris Rosen, New York and Las Vegas Gus Greenbaum, Phoenix (ran Siegel’s racing wire in Phoenix) Moey Sedway, Las Vegas Joe Epstein, Chicago (a Mob lawyer)
This meeting took place less than 36 hours after Ben’s death. There has always been speculation that this group was already in Las Vegas when Ben was shot.
After discussing the Flamingo with Ben gone, Meyer Lansky and the Flamingo board of directors took a break. They went downstairs to the Flamingo Sunrise Chuckwagon (all you can eat for only 99¢). Then they began interviewing two groups who wanted to become the new owners of the Flamingo.
Charlie Resnick, Sanford Adler, and Israel “Icepick Willie” Alderman were invited in to discuss the Flamingo. Their resumes:
Charlie Resnick – a 33 percent owner of the El Rancho Vegas in 1947
Sanford Adler – One of the owners and the president of the El Rancho Vegas
Israel “Icepick Willie” Alderman – from the twin cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul. It was said if you got Icepick Willie drunk enough, he loved to share his story about the “even dozen” guys who got in his way – and never lived to tell about it. His nickname came from the signature method of ending discussions known as the quick icepick lunge. It seems if you quickly jam an icepick into someone’s ear, death is instantaneous and quiet. It looks like the person has just fallen asleep. After he left the Twin Cities, there were very few of these unsolved murders with that particular signature around any more.
Charlie, Sandy, and Icepick made their presentation, thanked Meyer for his time, and left. The next group making their bid for the Flamingo management included Davie Berman, a friend and assistant to Gus Greenbaum; Al Abrams, who ran one of the big legal brothels just outside Las Vegas; and Sam Diamond, a big-time bookmaker.
The decision that Meyer Lansky and the other Flamingo owners arrived at was for Sandy Adler to be their new front man – their man in the counting room.
The skim was, of course, the reason for the Mob’s intense interest in the new ownership.
Sandy Adler bought the Fabulous Flamingo along with his partners, Charlie Resnick and James West. Icepick Willie only had a small piece of the ownership. Sandy and Charlie were both owners of the El Rancho at this time, and they were looking to diversify. The El Rancho Vegas was beginning to “slide” a little.
A final price of $3.9 million was agreed to. Sandy Adler and Charlie Resnick had to put down only $550,000 to secure the purchase.
The figure of $3.9 million is mentioned many times by the principals involved. However, the Nevada Tax Commission records show that Sandy Adler, Charlie Resnick, and James West paid only $3 million for the property.
Quoting United Press (U.P.) from the Nevada State Journal: “Costing almost $6,000,000 to build, the Flamingo has red-and-blue lighted bushes and a green pond, rugs thicker than a dealer’s bankroll and more mirrors than a crazy house. Behind a fountain in the lobby were $7 to $30 rooms frequented by movie stars who liked the custom-made beds – six inches wider and six inches longer.”
Sandy and Mrs. Adler moved into the owner’s suite at the Flamingo on June 24, 1947. The owner’s suite was formerly Ben’s. It was the steel-lined penthouse on the third floor of the Oregon Building, the one always pictured behind the Flamingo swimming pool. The suite came with escape tunnels, buried floor safes, and all-bulletproof windows.
Sandy, Charlie, and Icepick – and Mrs. Sandy, Mrs. Charlie, and Mrs. Icepick – were enjoying the perks of being casino owners. Las Vegas in 1947 was a small town and the wives were able to socialize with the upper crust of Las Vegas society.
It meant when BMI – Basic Magnesium, Incorporated – was having one of their formal balls and dances at the country club, they were invited. Or when the Cashmans or the Squires were having couples over for dinner, they, too, got an invitation. Can you imagine how Mrs. Icepick Alderman felt when she received an invitation from Mrs. Tom Hull to attend afternoon tea at the Last Frontier to meet the guest of honor, Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt? Mrs. Icepick had never met a first lady before, even an ex-first lady.
Sandy Adler was enjoying his new role as casino owner. More benefits than you could possibly imagine. All in all, it was a happy time for all the owners and their wives. But the real owners of the hotel, Meyer Lansky and the Chicago Outfit, weren’t at all happy.
In the short time period since Ben Siegel was killed, the Flamingo still wasn’t making money. Meyer’s daily question was: “Who ever heard of a casino not making money?”
Sandy, Charlie, and Icepick knew the Flamingo wasn’t making any money. It hadn’t made any money since the day they took it over. One day in April 1948, Sandy Adler got a call from Jake Lansky, Meyer’s brother.
Sandy: “Hello?”
Jake: “Sandy? This is Jake. Meyer sends his regards and says he wants for you to sell your interest in the Flamingo back to him. OK, Sandy?”
Sandy: “What? No way am I gonna sell out of the Flamingo. You tell Meyer that our luck’s been running a little cold, but it’s about to turn around.”
Jake: “Oh! And Sandy? I was also told to tell you that you and your partners are going to have your throats cut and be buried out in the desert if you don’t sell out right now. And Sandy? Give my best to the wife and kids.”
Sandy Adler and the boys were very happy owning the Flamingo. They all agreed: “No way are we gonna let them kick us out. No way!”
Sandy and Charlie Resnick, along with junior partner Icepick, decided to talk to the “law.” Actually, it was the Nevada State Tax Commission who controlled casino licenses in the 1940s. They told the tax boys that they were being “elbowed out” by the Mob.
The meeting with the Tax Commission took place secretly in Carson City. The tax guys agreed with them – they shouldn’t be kicked out of the Flamingo if they didn’t want to go. And the Nevada Tax Commission was eager to assist them.
Very quickly it became public knowledge that the “supposed” ownership of the Fabulous Flamingo and the “real” ownership of the Fabulous Flamingo probably weren’t one and the same.
And that was something that the Nevada Tax Commission found very interesting. (Even you and I know that when you take the Mob’s money and get into bed with them, you’re not supposed to go crying to the law about it. Unless you’re ready to go into hiding, that is.)
And then Sandy made a mistake. After his trip to Carson City, he went back to the Flamingo. As he was walking past the reception desk in the lobby, he ran into Morrie Rosen and a couple of his gorillas. Rosen snarled at Adler and said: “We talk – now!” Sandy was quoted as telling Moe to “go fuck yourself.” To the horror of guests in the Flamingo lobby, Adler was held up by two Mobsters while two others beat him unconscious.
Adler woke up 10 hours later in the hospital and came to his senses. He realized what he’d just done. He was released from the hospital, and Sandy and Mrs. Adler immediately drove to Beverly Hills. There Sandy stopped at the Beverly Hills Police Department and explained the entire situation to his friend Clint Anderson, Chief of Police. Chief Anderson told him it probably wouldn’t be safe for him to move to Beverly Hills. So the Adlers drove to Reno and, with the help of their attorney, they sold 100 percent of their stock in the Flamingo Hotel.
The very next day, Gus Greenbaum was named president of the Flamingo.
Note: The day that Sandy Adler was selected to run the Flamingo, he hired Abe Schiller from the El Rancho Vegas to start work as the Flamingo’s new publicity and advertising director. That same day, Hank Greenspun, Ben Siegel’s longtime publicist, resigned his position as the Flamingo’s publicity and advertising director.
Greenspun went to work for a small Las Vegas weekly newspaper, then joined Wilbur Clark for several years while the Desert Inn was in its planning stages. He eventually ended up at the Las Vegas Sun, working his way up to publisher.
From the day the Flamingo opened until the day that he was killed, the reign of Bugsy Siegel at the Flamingo was five months and 20 days.
The Hotel Nacional de Cuba c:1946
Remember in the movie Godfather II when Hyman Roth is sitting outside on a large patio in Havana eating birthday cake? Michael Corleone and his brother Fredo were there, along with most of the heads of the Mafia families in the US.
This was a portrayal of the Havana Mafia Conference of Dec. 25, 1946, at the Hotel Nacional. If you take a close look at the photo of the hotel later in this chapter, you can get a good idea of the layout of the hotel.
The New York Mafia, at that time the strongest in the country, was designed to be run by the so-called Five Families. Until his imprisonment and subsequent exile, Charles “Lucky” Luciano was the number one man in America’s Mafia. All national policy decisions and high-level problem resolutions were made by Luciano.
In 1946, Luciano had just been released from prison, spending most of his time at Danemora in upstate New York. He had been captured in Hot Springs, Arkansas, 10 years earlier during a vacation at Owney’s Hot Springs Club. Despite heavy protection by Owney Madden, former owner of New York City’s Cotton Club, the feds raided the place and got him without a shot being fired.
Tom Dewey was the guy who had been after Lucky for years. Luciano was the boss of all bosses (a term he would coin at this meeting). And Tom Dewey was certainly a politician. Lucky knew he was a big trophy for Dewey. Luciano was sentenced to 30 years at Danemora. They got him on abetting prostitution. Ninety counts – he was found guilty on 66 of them.
Nearly 10 years had passed and America had entered into World War II. Luciano had something that the US government and Thomas Dewey wanted very much. He had the New York and New Jersey dockyards under his complete control. The US government was afraid of sabotage, not so much from the Germans living in the US, many of whom were under surveillance, but from the Italians.
A deal was reached between Governor Dewey and Lucky Luciano. An accommodation between adversaries.
In exchange for keeping the New York docks free from saboteurs, Luciano would go free after the war ended. He would accept permanent exile to his hometown in Sicily.
Most Mafioso were extremely patriotic and approved Luciano’s deal with Dewey. Both men kept their ends of the bargain.
After Luciano’s deportation to Italy, he heard that his business interests in New York were being usurped by Albert Anastasia, and that it looked like there was going to be open warfare between the New York families. Charlie knew that Vito Genovese, who had come back from Italy to face a murder trial, was just acquitted. And with Luciano gone, Genovese was trying to take over his family. Frank Costello and Vito Genovese were at one another’s throats. Costello also wanted to take over Luciano’s family. And it did look as if it was going to result in a citywide Mob war.
Lansky reserved rooms at the Nacional for all of the participants. The Nacional was the only Havana hotel casino that Meyer owned in 1946. Luciano came in under an assumed name having spent two weeks traveling by boat skirting government officials.
In the immortal words of Hyman Roth, spoken on the patio of the Nacional, “This, Michael is what we need. A friendly government who knows how to do business.”
Luciano was allowed to buy a small piece of the Nacional for $200,000. While he could have used his own money, it was supplied to him by the Mafia families who came down for this 1946 conference. The money was presented to Luciano in big fat envelopes, offered as Christmas gifts, from the Mafiosi attending the conference.
The Havana Mafia Conference’s four primary agenda items:
One: New York’s Five Families.
Now that Luciano was exiled and wasn’t directly controlling New York, it was necessary for these men to decide how New York was going to be split up and operated. (Luciano was indeed controlling New York, but he was doing that in exile from Castelmarese, Sicily.)
Two: Reestablishing Control.
There was a lot of internal squabbling going on in 1946 in the Organization, as these men referred to the national syndicate. Beside the realignment of territories among the five New York families, there were jurisdictional disputes going on all over the country. Luciano was a very strong Mafia boss, and with him out of the picture, there were problems in many areas.
Luciano got an agreement from all these men, that he, Charles Luciano, would remain the final authority in the United States, even though he was in Sicily. Any major policy decisions had to clear him before action was taken. It was a logical thing to do; it reestablished much of the hierarchy and the peace, nationally. And then Charlie said, from now on, I’m Boss of all Bosses – capo di tutti capi.
Three: Narcotics.
This was an explosive issue. A tremendously profitable enterprise on the one hand and one that many of these men were opposed to. Luciano was the strongest voice of the antidrug group. With him now in exile, the bosses who wanted the income from drugs were prepared for an all-out fight.
Luciano again showed his leadership. He knew with him out of the country, a national policy allowing drugs or a national policy disallowing drugs was going to cause serious problems among the men here. He decided to make drugs a “local issue” – each family makes its own decision and lives with the consequences.
Four: The Bugsy Siegel Situation
Ben Siegel was not invited to the Mafia meeting. Luciano and Meyer Lansky knew that Ben was going to find out about this meeting, but with the Flamingo opening the exact same day as the meeting, he couldn’t have come anyway.
Ben Siegel’s Flamingo was about to open. The property was now about $5.5 million over budget – alarming for a project that started out at a mere $1.5 million. Siegel had misfigured costs time and time again, and he’d lost the trust of just about everyone.
Then, the men who controlled nearly all the organized crime in the US, learned that Siegel’s mistress, Virginia Hill, did indeed have a numbered bank account in Zurich, Switzerland, that was growing steadily. She was banking skimmed construction funds. That meant that both of them, Ben and Virginia, were stealing the Organization’s money.
Certainly there was some discussion about what to do. Ben had been around a long time. He’d grown up with Lucky and Meyer and Frank. But he’d been making too many mistakes, and now was probably stealing from them. The vote was taken. The decision made before the conference adjourned.
Six months later, June 20, 1947, Ben was killed in a violent and public way. Photos of him sitting on the couch with his right eye gone and all entry wounds visible appeared the next day in the Los Angeles Times. United Press (U.P.) picked up the story, and the next morning, June 21, this was what people were having with their morning coffee.
Ben Siegel. June 20, 1947, at 11:20 p.m.
The Fischetti brothers of Chicago, Charlie and Rocco, had been given the contract to take care of Bugsy. They were at the Nacional but were excused from the meeting to spend time with Frank Sinatra in his room.
Sinatra had a singing engagement in Miami during Christmas week, but left abruptly when Meyer extended an invitation to fly to Havana to entertain his “friends” at the Nacional. Sinatra literally cut his act short and flew to Havana that same night.
After the Havana Mafia meetings were over, Lucky Luciano decided that he’d prefer to stay in Havana than return to exile in Italy. He was forced to return to Italy, however, when the US found out that he was in Cuba.
On Jan. 1, 1959, when Fidel Castro took over in Cuba, the Nacional Hotel in Havana was “nationalized,” as were all the other gambling casinos in Cuba. Nearly all of the Mob bosses had divested themselves of their gambling holdings there, with the exception of Santos Trafficante and Meyer Lansky. When both of them were forced to leave Cuba at the very last minute, they both lost a fortune when they had to give up their casinos to the Revolucion.
Anthony Accardo, age 40, Chicago, Ill.: Tony was called Joe Batters for his method of settling arguments. Although Tony took over the Chicago Outfit in later years, during 1946, the year of the conference, he was working for Paul “the Waiter” Ricca. Chicago Mob leaders Paul Ricca and Louis Campagna would probably have been in attendance, however, they were both serving prison time. Tony Accardo died on May 27, 1992.
Joe Adonis, age 44, Brooklyn, N.Y.: “Joey A” to his friends. Generally thought of as having been one of the four gunmen who shot “Joe the Boss” Masseria in a restaurant in Coney Island. The other three gunmen were believed to be Ben Siegel, Albert Anastasia, and Vito Genovese.
In 1956, Adonis voluntarily left the US. He was convicted two years earlier of being an unregistered alien. The feds found out his birthplace was Sicily, not New Jersey, as he told the court. He was arrested and convicted of perjury and was facing a two-year jail term when he voluntarily decided to go into exile. Joey A died Nov. 26, 1972.
Albert Anastasia, age 43, Brooklyn, N.Y.: For many years, Anastasia had the distinction of being the Best of the Best. The Number One hit man of Murder, Inc. Anastasia was probably personally responsible for hundreds of hits. He was best known for his trick of making trial witnesses disappear.
In 1955 there was a suit against him involving Charles Ferri, the man who built his house. Ferri was working on something at the Anastasia house and overheard a Mob-related phone conversation he shouldn’t have heard. He agreed to testify at Anastasia’s upcoming trial on tax evasion. Three weeks before the trial was set to begin, Ferri and Mrs. Ferri both disappeared from their home. Bloodstains were found in the house, but the Ferris were never found.
Then two other people who were going to testify against Anastasia, Benedicto and Vinnie Marci, were found dead, stuffed into the trunk of a car. And that was the end of the witness list against Anastasia. Case dismissed.
Three other cases against Anastasia had to be dismissed because witnesses disappeared or suddenly died. In one case four people who were scheduled to appear and testify against Anastasia were murdered. The remaining witnesses, though protected in police custody, changed their minds about testifying.
What probably led to his Mob-sanctioned hit was a culmination of just too many murders. Albert Anastasia was a made man in the Mafia, he was called “The Executioner” by his friends.
He was watching TV one night and saw a fellow named Willie Shuster being interviewed. Shuster was one of the people inside a bank that Willie Sutton had robbed. Shuster was called as a witness for the prosecution – he not only identified Willie Sutton as the bank robber, he went on to say that it was every American’s duty to help law enforcement whenever possible.
Albert Anastasia screamed at the TV, yelling, “Hit that son-of-a-bitch.” It didn’t matter that to everyone Willie Shuster was kind of a hero. He was a nice, fresh-faced, clean cut young man who worked as a shoe salesman. He was newly married and had a great smile. “I don’t give a damn! I said hit that sonof-a-bitch, I hate squealers.”
The murder of Willie Shuster made everyone angry. Obviously, it was a Mob hit – it was a professional killing, and he’d testified against Willie Sutton. But he was just a kid, and he had such a nice looking young wife. “The Mafia just has to be stopped before they kill more clean cut, young shoe salesmen with their whole lives ahead of them!”
The killings had gone too far. Because Albert Anastasia was a Mob boss, the National Council had to approve it. Which they did, on one quick vote. Albert Anastasia was kill crazy, and they were all going to be caught up in it. The police and the feds were already exerting far more pressure on the Mob than ever before. It was The Executioner’s time.
It happened at the barber shop at the Park Sheraton Hotel. Anastasia showed up for his weekly appointment, his bodyguard went to park the car in the lot across the street – and then the bodyguard decided to take a stroll or feed the pigeons or something, walking away from the barber shop.
Two gunmen entered the shop, signaled for the two barbers and the customer in the other chair to keep quiet – they held the long barrel of a gun up against their lips – shhh!
Anastasia had a towel wrapped around his face. They walked up and shot him twice. He jumped up and lunged toward who he thought were the two killers, and he was shot four more times in the back. Anastasia had lunged toward their reflections in the mirror in front of him. Albert Anastasia was killed Oct. 25, 1957.
Joseph Bonanno, age 41, New York: Leader of one of the five New York families. He had a home in Tucson, where he retired after his second heart attack. He turned the daily operations of his family over to subordinates. In 1965 he faked his own kidnapping to avoid testifying. His son Bill Bonanno took over many of his responsibilities. Joe Bonanno died May 11, 2002, at age 96.
Anthony Carfano, age 47, New York: Carfano was better known as Little Augie Paisano. His gambling interests were in Florida. He was shot to death in his car in Queens along with his date, Mrs. Janice Drake, a dancer. They were having dinner at a Manhattan restaurant when Little Augie received a phone call, and they both left. Police believe the assassin was hiding in the back seat of Little Augie’s brand new 1959 Cadillac. Two shots each to the back of their heads. Little Augie was murdered Sept. 25, 1959.
Frank Costello, age 55, New York: Gambling background, including placing slot machines throughout New York State. Took over one of the Five Families that ruled New York when Lucky Luciano was jailed in 1936. Vito Genovese and Costello hated each other for decades. During those years, Costello was targeted by both Genovese and the police.
When the Tropicana in Las Vegas opened in 1957, Ben Jaffe, owner and president of the hotel, was fronting for Costello, who was the real owner of the Tropicana. Costello lived on Park Avenue in New York. In 1957, he was shot leaving his apartment building by a Genovese hitman. The wound was only superficial. But the police found incriminating notes in his suit jacket – an exact tabulation of the wins and losses for the first few days at the Tropicana Hotel. A lot of people at the Trop lost their jobs over that.
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