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Authors Note






THIS BOOK IS the result of more than three years of covering the troubled life and death of Ted Binion for the Las Vegas Sun. I have written more than 350 stories and columns on the subject and have spent countless additional hours doing research.


The story of Binions demise has been pulled together from newspaper articles, secret and public court transcripts, confidential law enforcement documents and fresh interviews with key players in the homicide investigation.


I was not one of Binions favorite reporters his last months alive. My stories disclosing his underworld ties led to the revocation of his gaming license, his downward spiral in life and, of course, his final betrayal. In the push to bring his killers to justice, I came to know Binion better in death than in life, and I learned to admire his uniqueness as the last of a dying breed of colorful casino bosses.


As with any project of this magnitude, there are many people to thank. I would like to start with my friends at the Las Vegas Sun. I owe a debt of gratitude to Publisher Barbara Greenspun and her astute sons, Brian and Danny Greenspun, for giving me the freedom to pursue this book. The Green-spuns have been like family to me over the years, and I am proud to have had a chance to sharpen my journalistic skills under the tutelage of the legendary Hank Greenspun.



Executive Editor Mike OCallaghan, whom I regard as a second father, was always there for me on this project with the kind of solid advice that only he could give. And Managing Editor Michael J. Kelley, who has become a valued asset to the Las Vegas community in only a few short years, gave me the benefit of his insight and patience as I sometimes struggled to put this book together. Thanks also go out to Metro Editor Warren Johnston, who provided me with much encouragement and motivation. Johnston is what all big-city newspaper editors should strive to be. Photo Editor Marsh Starks was a huge help in assembling most of the pictures for this book that were taken by the newspapers award-winning photographers, Steve Marcus, Lori Cain, Sam Morris, Aaron Mayes and Ethan Miller. And librarian Rebecca Clifford assisted with research. I also wish to thank my fellow reporters at the paper for carrying the load in my absence, as well as office manager Gail Perry and my other editors and copy editors, who Im sure missed my smiling face on many occasions in the morning. Special thanks also to Stacy Willis and Martin Kuz for their well-done profiles of Sandy Murphy and Rick Tabish. Those stories were very helpful.


There are many people outside the Las Vegas Sun who deserve thanks, too.


I never really had a chance to get acquainted with Bonnie Binion, but I want to thank her for handling the tragedy of her fathers death with grace and dignity. Youll see excerpts here later from a moving letter Bonnie wrote expressing sorrow over losing her father. I didnt come across the letter until the book was nearly completed, but it gave me comfortas Im sure it will give othersin dealing with the loss of a cherished parent.


Thanks also go out to Becky Behnen, who gave me the benefit of her keen sense of perception on a regular basis. Becky always was there to answer my questions. More than anyone, she was responsible for lighting a fire under investigators to uncover the truth about her brothers death. I also owe much gratitude to David Roger, who with this case has become one of the premier prosecutors in Las Vegas and probably the nation. I could not have written this book without his wisdom and assistance.


Tom Dillard earned a much-deserved reputation as the citys top private investigator during this case. Thank you, Tom, for putting up with my phone calls for more than two years. One of the many unsung heroes of this case was homicide detective James Buczek, who is as professional and dedicated as they come. Buczek was a tremendous help. So were David Wall, Wayne Petersen, James J. Brown, Richard Wright, Harry Claiborne, Joseph Bonaventure, Al Lasso, Nick Behnen, Stewart Bell, Bill Koot, Ron Flud and Bob Stoldal.


There were many others who provided me with inside information on both sides of this case, but wished to remain anonymous. Thanks to you, as well. You know who you are.


These acknowledgments would not be complete without expressing appreciation to Sarah Durand, a first-rate editor who made this first-time experience enjoyable for me.


I also wish to thank my group of close friendsamong them Art Nadler, Frank Fertado, George McCabe, Rob Powers and Will Kempwho put up with me for months while I was busy writing. Over drinks and coffee, they kept my spirits high and, once in a while, gave me good advice. I also had many consoling conversations with my brother-in-law Mike Smith, the Suns award-winning cartoonist.


My family members were especially supportive and understanding. I wasnt always there for them when they needed me during a difficult family time. Thanks to my father, Max German, sisters Julie Smith and Jill Zwerg, brother Jay German, and my other brother-in-law Fredric Zwerg. I love you all.


Finally, I wish to thank my mother, June German, who like many Las Vegans was enthralled with this story. Mom never missed reading one of my articles. She was my inspiration, always believing, even when I had my doubts, that I was capable of writing this book. She passed away six weeks before I signed my book deal and never got a chance to see the trial. You will always be in my heart, Mom. This is for you.














PART I


The Death














CHAPTER 1


The Death Scene






STEVEN REINCKE, a veteran fire department paramedic, and his crew were the first to arrive at Ted Binions posh ranch-style home in Las Vegas about 3:57 P.M. on September 17,1998.


As they hurried past the opened steel security gates, they ran into Sandy Murphy, the wealthy gambling figures beautiful twenty-six-year-old girlfriend, sobbing on the steps of the front door. Minutes earlier, the frantic former topless dancer had telephoned police to report that her husband had stopped breathing.


Hysterical and screaming, Murphy led the paramedics inside. They rushed along the white marble floors of the spacious sunken living room and passed the dining room on the right to Binions den, his favorite place in the 8,000-square-foot home, where they found his lifeless body on a blue sleeping mat in the middle of the moth-colored carpeted floor. Clad only in a half-buttoned long-sleeve shirt and Calvin Klein briefs, the fifty-five-year-old Binions arms were at his sides and his legs were straight and covered with a quilt. He was lying alongside his favorite piece of furniture, a plum-colored sofa that was worn out and spattered with cigarette burns on its left side, where Binion had often smoked and watched television on his thirty-two-inch console across the modest-sized room. Next to his body were a pair of black jeans, some loafers, three disposable lighters, an opened package of Vantage cigarettes, a television remote control and, most intriguing of all, an empty bottle of the prescription sedative Xanax that the former casino executive had obtained a day earlier. Binion, the second son of the late gaming pioneer Benny Binion, who founded the downtown Horseshoe Club, one of the most popular gambling joints in Las Vegas, was known to take Xanax to ease himself off heroin, a drug he had been addicted to for years.


It didnt take long for Reincke to discover that Binion had been dead for some time. His face looked ashen and there were signs of rigor mortis in his jaw. As Reincke examined the body, Murphy, an athletically built bottle blonde, returned to the den in an excited state.


She came running into the room and just about fell on the body, Reincke later testified.


As his partners escorted Murphy out of the den, a twenty-foot-by-thirty-foot room with a low ten-foot-high ceiling, Reincke determined that Binion had no pulse and wasnt breathing. His pupils were dilated. Turning Binion over onto his right side, the paramedic saw large purple bruises on his back, which meant his blood had not been circulating for some time. No attempts were made to revive Binion.


Once it was clear that the casino boss was dead, police and crime-scene analysts were called to the home. Michael Perkins, a seasoned crime lab supervisor, took charge of surveying the death scene. Upon entering the house, Perkins found it odd to see a Halloween decoration, a white skeleton with R.I P. in large black letters, hanging over a light fixture above the doorway. Halloween, he thought, was six weeks away.


By now, word about Binions death had spread throughout his upscale neighborhood. Reporters, friends, family members and neighbors began congregating outside his 2408 Palomino Lane home as a steady stream of plainclothes and uniformed officers made their way inside what quickly became a chaotic scene. The phone was ringing constantly in the den while Reincke attended to Binions body. Messages from well-wishers were pouring into a recorder.


Perkins and his crime analysts scoured the den, taking photographs and looking for more clues to Binions death. The room was filled with mementos from Binions colorful life. On one glass end table on which Binion usually sat was a large glass ashtray, a pair of reading glasses and a photo of Binion as a teenager at his fathers ranch in Montana, standing next to a bobcat that had been hunted down. There also was an empty envelope from Peter Ribaste, a reputed Kansas City mob associate who had been sending Binion monthly checks to repay a $100,000 loan. There was the book Players: The Men Who Made Las Vegas, written by local author Jack Sheehan. It contained a chapter on Benny Binion. Also on the end table was an invitation to the Las Vegas premiere of the documentary Mob Law, the life story of criminal defense attorney Oscar Goodman before he was elected mayor of Las Vegas in June 1999.


Across the wallpapered room were Civil War, fishing and gun books, as well as various Western knickknacks, scattered on large white bookshelves and cabinets that took up the entire wall. In the middle was his television console. And on one end near the entrance to the den was a thirteen-inch split-screen surveillance monitor attached to video cameras outside his home. On a padded bench on the other side of the room, next to a door that led to one of Binions garages, was a Victorias Secret magazine addressed to Murphy. There also was a note from Murphy written on a large white envelope. It read: Teddy, I went to the gym. I couldnt sleep this morning. Love you, Sandy.


In the bathroom inside the den, crime-scene experts found heroin paraphernalia and a large knife with a small amount of black tar heroin on it. The items were on top of a gold-colored plastic stand next to the toilet. That discovery, along with the empty bottle of pills and the fact that there were no signs of violence inside the house, was enough to persuade police to go on the evening news and suggest that Binion had died of a drug overdose. It was no secret, after all, that Binion had returned to using heroin in March after Nevada gaming regulators kicked him out of the casino industry because of his ties to underworld figures.


Like his legendary father, Binion was a man of many vices and temptations. He became hooked on heroin in 1980 and later wound up arrested for possessing the street drug in 1987. His arrest led to the suspension of his gaming license as part owner and casino manager of his familys storied Horseshoe Club.


Following his separation from his wife and longtime companion, Doris, in 1995, Binion had found happiness prowling the adult nightclub scene with the likes of Herbert Fat Herbie Blitzstein, a confidant of slain Chicago mob kingpin Anthony Spilotro. Binion liked hanging out with wise guys and being with beautiful women. But he also was a homebody, an intelligent, well-read man regarded as an expert on many subjects, especially history and politics. His intellect, good-old-boy Texas drawl and gregarious personality enabled him to hobnob with the citys social elite whenever he chose to, affording him a varied lifestyle. On any given night, Binion could be seen escorting the outgoing Murphy around town to a $1,000-a-plate charity dinner with the movers and shakers, and then carousing at the topless clubs with the Blitzstein crowd the next evening.


In the world of business, Binion was regarded as a throwback to the old Las Vegas, when agreements were struck with a handshake on the street instead of a written contract inside a stuffy boardroom. He didnt like banks. He was known to carry a wad of $100 bills in his pocket, hide hundreds of thousands in cash and jewels inside his home and even bury valuables at his 125-acre ranch in nearby Pahrump, Nevada.


Gripped by paranoia his last months alive, Binion never went anywhere without a gun strapped to his body. At his home and his ranch, a wide range of weapons was kept within arms reach in every room. The day of his death, however, there was not a firearm in sight in the den. Also missing were his prized antique coin and currency collections worth hundreds of thousands of dollars. Cash was nowhere to be found, and his safe had been cleaned out.


Murphy, who had charmed her way into Binions life while dancing topless at Cheetahs, a local adult nightclub, in March 1995, remained in a highly emotional state inside the home that day. She appeared so distraught that paramedics had to transport her to a hospital. Once she was there, however, nurses trained in observing such patients found her hysterics to be almost theatrical.


Binions sister, Horseshoe Club president Becky Behnen, never trusted Murphy, a beauty queen from Southern California with an eye for men with money and a penchant for living in the fast lane. Loud and hot-tempered, Murphy had made it clear to Behnen that she was living with Binion and having sex with him solely for his money. The evening of her brothers death, Behnen was the first to publicly voice concerns that he had met with foul play.


When Binions estate lawyer, James J. Brown, was informed of Binions death that evening, he had good reason to be suspicious as well. A day earlier, Binion had telephoned his longtime friend Brown and instructed him to remove Murphy from his will. Murphy had persuaded Binion in July to give her his $900,000 home, its contents and $300,000 in cash upon his death.


Take Sandy out of the will if she doesnt kill me tonight, Brown recalled Binion saying. If Im dead, youll know what happened.


It later was learned that Binion had cut off Murphys $5,000-a-month credit-card habit a week earlier, and on the same day of his conversation with Brown, he had frantically looked for a private investigator to put a tail on Murphy. He had come to learn that Murphy was having an affair with one of his friends, Rick Tabish, a thirty-three-year-old Montana contractor who always seemed to be looking to involve him in crazy business ventures.


Tabish, the son of a wealthy Missoula, Montana, businessman, was among the horde of onlookers milling around the white front gate of Binions house as police collected evidence of his death inside. A two-time convicted felon who liked partying with Binion and Murphy, Tabish ran trucking companies in Missoula and Las Vegas. One of his clients was Binion, who had hired him to transport $6 million in silver bars and coins from his familys Horseshoe Club two months earlier and bury it in an underground vault in Pahrump, a small town sixty miles outside Las Vegas. Tabish told reporters hed been on his way to the airport to head back to Missoula when he heard the news of Binions death and decided to turn around and stop by the home.


I never had any bad dealings with the man, he said. What a tragedy. I know he was trying real hard to change his life.


Records later showed Tabish did not have an airline reservation for Missoula that day.


Eventually, paramedics wheeled the screaming Murphy out of Binions home on a stretcher and took her to nearby Valley Hospital. She had been choking and vomiting, detective Pat Franks reported. Tabish immediately jumped into his black four-door Mercedes and followed the ambulance to the hospital. Once there, he learned that another detective was interviewing Murphy about Binions death, and he quickly drove back to Binions house. There he cornered Richard Wright, a well-known criminal defense attorney who had represented Binion during his epic battle with state gaming regulators. He told Wright police were interrogating Murphy, and he persuaded the lawyer to go to the hospital with him to stop it.


After they arrived, however, the two men learned that detective James Mitchell already had concluded his thirteen-minute interview with Murphy. In his report, Mitchell said Murphy told him that Binion had returned to using drugs after losing his gaming license in March. She described him as suicidal, saying she once saw him stick a gun in his mouth while under the influence of drugs. At the home, Murphy told detective Franks that her boyfriend had planned to enter a drug rehabilitation center. She later informed Mitchell that Binion had obtained the prescription for Xanax from his neighbor, Dr. Enrique Lacayo, a day earlier.


My neighbors a doctor, she said as she wept and spoke in choppy sentences. And my neighbor used to give him that shit before, when we wereand I told him if you ever give him that stuff againAnd he gave him some more last night.


Then she said Binion had gotten other pills from another physician a couple of weeks earlier.


He told me this was the last time, and he wasnt gonna ever do it again, she said.


Police later would learn that Binion had scored twelve balloons of black tar heroin the night before as well.


As Mitchell struggled to interview Murphy, she said she last saw Binion alive in the morning. Binion, she said, had awakened her in the middle of the night and asked her to watch him sleep because he was concerned he might have a seizure. After he had fallen asleep, Murphy left the house and returned a short time later. She sat on the sofa in the den and watched him some more, but then left the house again to run some errands.


Then, in a hysterical voice, she described what she saw when she found him on the floor of his den shortly before 4 P.M. on September 17, 1998.


I thought he was alive, she said. He looked like he was sleeping. I thought he was sleeping, and he wouldnt wake up. He wouldnt wake up. He wouldnt wake up. Oh, God! Oh, God! Oh, God!


Ultimately, Wright arranged for Murphys release on the condition she stay the night at the home of Janis Tanno, another longtime Binion neighbor.



At Binions home, meanwhile, as his body was transported to the coroners office, police were wrapping up their investigation. Detective Franks reported that the residence appeared clean and neat and that there were no signs of a struggle around the body or anywhere else in the residence.


Months later, however, police would come to a different conclusion. Following one of the most intense murder investigations of all time in Las Vegas, a probe that was encouraged by the wealthy Binion estate, police would conclude that the death scene was staged on September 17, 1998, and that Binions home, including the large safe in his garage, had been looted. Police also would conclude that Murphy was acting at the hospital. The day after Binions death, she had given a videotaped tour of the casino mans sprawling home in which her demeanor changed from grieving girlfriend to greedy, foul-mouthed heir looking to grab whatever she could from Binions estate. Hours later, Tabish was caught digging up Binions $6 million silver fortune in Pahrump. In his briefcase were love notes from Murphy. Six months after that, Las Vegas police would arrest Murphy and Tabish and charge them with having murdered the casino boss.


The hanging of the R.I.P. Halloween sign above the front doorway to Binions home would later be cited by investigators as an example of the gruesome sense of humor of his accused killers.













CHAPTER 2


A Fathers Legend






ONE CHILLY NIGHT in November 1987, the roar was deafening inside the Thomas & Mack Center, an arena made famous by the nationally ranked UNLV basketball team.


But the more than 18,000 Las Vegans chanting, Benny, Benny, Benny, werent there to watch the Runnin Rebels run up the score on another overmatched opponent. They had come for free beer and hot dogs and good country music, courtesy of legendary Las Vegas gaming mogul Benny Binion, who was celebrating his eighty-third birthday. Country entertainers Willie Nelson, Reba McEntire and Hank Williams Jr., all good friends of Binion, were among those performing. Dale Robertson and Gene Autry also made an appearance to honor the man who once had served as the best man at the wedding of Roy Rogers and Dale Evans.


It was a bizarre scene even for Las Vegas. Most of the revelers werent even born when Binion was in his prime forty years earlier, running the illegal gambling rackets in Dallas.


One month prior to the big bash, the Binion name in Las Vegas had been besmirched. Word leaked out that the Justice Departments Organized Crime Strike Force had launched a racketeering investigation aimed at taking away Binions beloved Horseshoe Club, a popular, free-spirited casino he had run since 1951 after fleeing Dallas for the upstart legal gambling business in Las Vegas. No one cared about that investigation that night. Binion wouldnt let them.


The backslapping Binion, patriarch of one the most politically connected families in Las Vegas, had come a long way from his notorious days in Texas, where he had developed a reputation for being a killer, a tax cheat and an illegal gambling kingpin. He had poured hundreds of thousands of dollars into Las Vegas charities and political races and, for the most part, had stayed out of trouble with the law to earn everyones respect. And now Las Vegas was giving him its ultimate embrace.


In January 1947, Binion left his lucrative and sometimes violent gambling empire in Dallas and moved his wife, Teddy Jane, and five young childrenBarbara, Jack, Ted, Brenda and Beckyto Las Vegas. He arrived, some say, with $2 million in cash stuffed in suitcases, one step ahead of Texas authorities. This was during the same month that colorful mobster Benjamin Bugsy Siegel had opened the Flamingo Hotel and Casino on what later became the world-famous Las Vegas Strip. Four years later, Binion bought the old Eldorado Club on Fremont Street and renamed it the Horseshoe Club, a local joint that still flourishes today.


Binion was born on November 20, 1904, on a farm near the small town of Pilot Grove, Texas, just north of Dallas. His father, Lonnie Binion, was a horse trader and a gambler who drank heavily. In his childhood days, Benny punched cows and helped his father sell horses. At fourteen, he picked up on his fathers knack for gambling when he moved in with relatives in El Paso. He was exposed for the first time to the numbers game. While there, he met his idol, the legendary Mexican hero Pancho Villa, who was a regular customer in the horse-trading business. In his twenties, a restless Binion began to look for greater opportunities on the streets, so he moved to Dallas, where he took up with a group of bootleggers. He married Teddy Jane in 1931 and started his own numbers racket, which thrived in post-Depression Dallas. He also introduced the game of craps to Dallas. At one point, Binion was said to be doing as much as $1 million a year in business in the back rooms there. In those days, Dallas police were lax in their enforcement of illegal gambling operations. Binion paid a weekly fine to stay in business. Among his customers were the likes of Howard Hughes and Texas oilman H. L. Hunt, both of whom would go on to be listed among the richest men in the world.


Eventually, Daddy took a piece of everybody who opened up an operation, said Becky Behnen, his younger daughter who now runs the Horseshoe. He owned the town.


While in Dallas, Binion was a suspect in several slayings, but he was charged in only two. In 1933, he shot to death bootlegger Frank Bolding behind his Dallas home after Bolding came at him with a knife. Binion called it self-defense, and his friendship with the district attorney resulted in a mere two-year suspended sentence for the killing. Then in 1936, Binion was charged with murder in the slaying of Dallas racketeer Ben Frieden following a shootout in Binions neighborhood. The charge was dismissed three years later.


I try to keep anybody from doing anything to me where itll cause any trouble, Binion told the Houston Chronicle in a rare 1989 interview months before his death. But if anybody does anything to me, hes got trouble.


By 1946, Binion had worn out his welcome in Dallas. A new law-and-order district attorney was elected, and on New Years Eve in 1946, the gambling halls and casinos were shut down. Binion headed for Las Vegas a month later.


He thought this was only going to be a temporary stay until the political climate changed in Dallas, Behnen said. But things changed here.


In 1953, two years after Binion had opened the Horseshoe Club, his stormy days in Dallas caught up with him. He was convicted of tax evasion. He received a five-year prison term, a $20,000 fine, and was ordered to pay $750,000 in back taxes. Binion served a little more than three years in the federal penitentiary at Leavenworth, Kansas, before being released on parole in March 1957.



Once he returned to Las Vegas, Binion no longer could hold a gaming license as an ex-felon. Officially, his older son, Jack, ran the Horseshoe Club, but it was Binion who remained the brains behind the operationwhich earned a reputation as a place where locals could gamble without any limits and dine at reasonable prices on the best food in town, including beef from the Binion family ranch in Montana.


In 1970, Binion started the World Series of Poker, an event that has become an international tradition in Las Vegas. The winner of todays high-stakes Texas Holdem series can easily walk away with $1 million, about as much as Binion used to make in a year on the streets.


Binion remained a colorful figure throughout his years in Las Vegas. He could be seen daily holding court during lunch at his favorite table in the back of the Horseshoes crowded downstairs coffee shop. Lawyers, politicians, friends and even reporters would drop by to pay their respects. On top of the stairs to the restaurant, Binion kept $1 million in $10,000 bills on display inside a bulletproof case, in front of which patrons could pose for photos. In the wintertime, Binion would run around town wearing a full-length buffalo coat. He had a knack for remembering faces, especially those of people he thought could help him.


For years, the Horseshoe developed a reputation as the friendliest casino in town. But the one thing you didnt want to do was cross the Binion family. The Horseshoe also was known for taking care of its problems with its own brand of frontier justice. The federal strike force investigation focused on the November 22, 1985, beating of two card counters who had won about $4,500 at blackjack. The two men were taken to a security office and beaten, both suffering a number of broken ribs. One of those later charged in state court in the beating was one of Binions grandsons. But the strike force was said to be looking at dozens of other such incidents that had occurred at the Horseshoe over the years. One involved Ted Binion, the Horseshoe founders younger son. In 1979, Binion and a security officer chased a gambler who had thrown a chair through a window. When the gambler was caught, he was shot and killed. The two men then ran back to the Horseshoe and locked themselves in the casino cage. Ultimately, Ted Binion was charged with obstructing a police officer, but the charge was later dropped. The security guard pleaded guilty to manslaughter and was given probation.


As the years went by, Benny Binion became obsessed with obtaining a presidential pardon for his tax conviction, primarily, he used to say, for the sake of his grandchildren. But Presidents Richard Nixon, Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan all refused to oblige him. He never asked John Kennedy and Gerald Ford. Binion blamed Jimmy the Weasel Fratianno, a Mafia hit man turned FBI witness, and partly himself for mouthing off for his failure. Fratianno wrote a book in 1981 in which he acknowledged participating in a Binion-ordered 1953 hit on Louis Russian Louie Strauss, an old-time Las Vegas gambler who had crossed the Horseshoe Club founder. Binion always denied killing Strauss, but when pressed about the slaying by a reporter, he responded: Listen, go back and tell them FBI [agents] Im still able to do my own killings. Later, Binion would tell the Houston Chronicle, Goddamn, I made a mistake, I did set em off. He went to his grave in 1989 without a pardon.


Despite his hardened, hoodlumlike image, Binion was a loving father and described by many in Las Vegas, including the late Las Vegas Sun publisher Hank Greenspun, as a family man with few peers.


Behnen called her father and mother the best parents in the world. Theres nothing I couldnt tell them, she said. She claimed her father had a unique way of making you feel at ease during a conversation. He could talk about anything, she said.


Behnen said her brother Ted resembled her father the most out of all of his children. The elder Binion put his son to work as casino manager of the Horseshoe at the young age of twenty-two in 1964. Like his father, Ted had a nose for gambling and proved to be a sharp boss on the floor. But his personal demons began to take control of his life and threaten his promising career in gaming. By 1980, after dabbling in marijuana and other drugs, he had become hooked on heroin. In April 1987, Binion was arrested by Las Vegas police for possessing what was thought to be heroin. It set off an epic battle with Nevada gaming regulators, who ultimately forced him out of the casino industry in March 1998.


Besieged by his drug problems and having become a central figure in the federal governments racketeering probe at the Horseshoe Club, Binion was unusually quiet the night Las Vegans came out to help his legendary father celebrate his eighty-third birthday. He knew Benny was saddened by his drug use.


Months before his death, Benny Binion had vowed to stay alive to straighten out his younger son. Barbara, his oldest daughter, had died of a drug overdose in 1983, and Binion couldnt stand to let that happen to Ted. But keeping his son away from drugs might have been the one promise the elder Binion failed to keep in his life. Binion died on Christmas Day in 1989. After eighty-five years of his living life to its fullest, his heart finally gave out. At his funeral, his good friend, former Mirage Resorts chairman Steve Wynn, was among the hundreds of mourners.


He was either the toughest gentleman I ever knew or the gentlest tough person I ever met, Wynn said in his eulogy.


The strike force investigation of Benny Binion and the Horseshoe died with him. But troubles for his son Ted were just beginning.
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