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any one place as “the American city

of the 21st eentury,” but if forced to
do so, putting your money on Las Vegas
would be a smart bet. In the past 50-
odd years, the city has grown from a re-
mote railroad water stop into an inter-
national tourist destination drawing
millions of visitors. According to the
last census, the Las Vegas metro area is
by far the fastest-growing in the coun-
try, attracting 6,000 new residents a
month. Its 24/7 cornucopia of casinos
puts Las Vegas in the front rank of a
national economy dominated by services.
Hollywood has taken notice with such
movies as 3000 Miles to Graceland and
Leaving Las Vegas.

So it's easy to think of Las Vegas
not only as a booming metropolis but
also as a convenient one-stop metaphor
for modern America. That's the idea be-
hind the exhaustively researched The
Money and the Power by investigative
journalist Sally Denton and her hus-
band, Roger Morris, the author of a
well-regarded biography of Richard
Nixon. The pair have attempted to for-
mulate a unified field theory of corrup-
tion—political, economie, and eriminal—
in which all dark roads lead to the oasis
in the Nevada wasteland. “The city has
been the quintessential crossroads and
end result of the now furtive, now open
collusion of government, business, and
eriminal commerce that has become—on
so much unpalatable but undeniable ev-
idence—a governing force in the Amer-
ican system,” they write.

That’s some claim. There are those
readers who will nod in agreement, es-
pecially considering the uproar over re-
cent, fishy Presidential pardons. While
the authors marshal a sprawling body of
evidence, I kept waiting in vain for
them to tie it all together in some com-
prehensible way. In the end, though,
they crapped out.

It’s a bit premature to single out

Las Vegas' connection to and domi-
nation by the eriminal underworld has
always been part of the city’s appeal:
The whole point of a Vegas vacation is
to enjoy things you can't legally do in
Saginaw or Schenectady—whether it’s
playing craps or attending “Nudes on
Ice.” And in this telling, its the pols
who can't get enough of what the city
promises. Las Vegas’ endless gusher of
cash is said to have handed its eriminal
syndicate the “juice” to corrupt the cor-
ridors of official power at the highest
levels. Denton and Morris drag
just about every U.S. President
since Harry Truman into their
account, alongside Bugsy Siegel,
Meyer Lansky, Sam Giancana,
and scores of less well-known
political and mob figures. And
in this telling, the separation be-
tween pol and gangster never
approaches nearly as much as
six degrees. We also get
glimpses of J. Edgar Hoovei
Joseph and Robert F. Kennedy,
casino magnate Steve Wynn,
Howard Hughes, Teamsters bosses, and
Frank Sinatra.

Much of this may remind the reader
of one of those supersize $1.98 shrimp
cocktails that the casinos lure visitors
with: It’s overstuffed and filling, but it
leaves a canned taste behind. Las Vegas'
syndicate roots have already been ex-
posed ad nauseam, and Denton and
Morris draw heavily on previously pub-
lished “mob-ologies.”

There are some fresh bits. One in-
teresting chapter details how a small
group of bankers—particularly E. Parry
Thomas, head of Valley Bank—funneled
deposits from the Mormon Church into
the huge loans that fueled Las Vegas'
explosive growth in the 1950s. “If a sin-
gle entity, beyond the Syndicate, fi-
nanced the first great expansion of mod-
ern Las Vegas...it was—wittingly and
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unwittingly—the Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints,” the authors write.

The book also sheds some light on
the early career of Wynn. In 1972, in his
first front-page deal, Wynn—with a loan
from Thomas—bought a 25-foot-wide
sliver of land adjacent to the parking
lot of Caesars Palace for $1.1 million
and threatened to build “the world’s
narrowest casino.” Months later, he sold
that parcel to Caesars for $2.25 million
and used his profits to acquire the Gold-
en Nugget from a blacklisted gangster.
Wynn's threat was only a charade de-
signed to make the inflated price ap-
pear reasonable, the authors claim. The
Money and the Power also tells the lit-
tle-known story of FBI agent Joe Yablon-
sky, who in the early 1980s made one of
the last stabs at busting the syndicate’s
local grip, only to draw the ire of politi-
cians friendly to gambling interests, in-
cluding former Senator Paul Laxalt (R-
Nev.), a confidant of Ronald Reagan.

But too often, The Money and the
Power veers into hyperbole.
Las Vegas is described re-
peatedly as America’s “shad-
ow capital, in political as well
as socioeconomic terms,” and
the Reagan-era shifting of the
tax burden from the rich to
the poor is treated as a coup
d’état in the economic order.
The authors also refer—twice,
> no less—to unsubstantiated ru-
mors that Lansky forced Hoover
to keep his hands off his rackets, us-
ing photographs that captured the FBI
director in homosexual acts. No source
is cited for this remarkable allegation of
blackmail.

Perhaps the greatest failing of The
Money and the Power is one of concep-
tion: The authors focus solely on the
supply side of gambling, ignoring the
growing demand. Political and social
changes during the past quarter-century
have fueled society’s acceptance of gam-
bling, now legally available in 47 of the
50 states. Once an anomaly on the
American scene, Las Vegas is now sim-
ply the biggest, gaudiest joint. It would
be fascinating to know just why and
how so many citizens caught the gam-
bling bug. But that fresh story awaits
another book.
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