
21

Introduction

Parts of my life have been extraordinary; 
other experiences have been sadly common, at least 

for a black American of my generation. Perhaps it’s those 
moments when the two collided that have defined me 
and will convince you to come along as I share my story.

•

I have been driving all night, but I’m not 
as tired as I should be. The excitement of seeing my 
wife and starting a new phase of our life keeps me going 
through the night on a drive from New York that was 
supposed to take two or three times this long. I pull onto 
Fremont Street, the famous “Glitter Gulch” with its neon 
facades promising instant riches inside, but it’s not the 
avenue I’m seeking.

I see a police car and stop to ask for directions to D 
Street and Van Buren. The officer gives me and my 1955 
Oldsmobile 98 the once-over, then answers a question 
with a question.

“You here for that colored show at the new hotel?” he 
grumbles.

I am. My wife and I have traveled this country as a singer 
and dancer, and we’re excited to be part of an incredible 
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show at a first-rate property — an integrated oasis called 
the Moulin Rouge. The officer gives me directions that 
lead across some railroad tracks, under a bridge and to the 
Westside, the section of town dedicated to the minority 
community. My big fancy car veers off the paved streets 
and onto dirt roads, threading through patches of tumble-
down shacks and outhouses. Suddenly, New York City 
is very far away.

•

Downtown Las Vegas was not a friendly 
place for black people in the segregated Las Vegas of the 
1950s. The Strip was blossoming into a glamour spot for 
the Hollywood crowd, thanks to upscale casinos such 
as the Sands and entertainers the likes of Frank Sinatra. 
That left Fremont Street, the original Strip of the World 
War II era, to a different set of tourists: the “rednecks” 
and “shit-kickers.”

So here I am, almost a year after my first glimpse of 
Glitter Gulch, walking through the front door of the 
Fremont Hotel. A security guard stops me to announce 
I’m not welcome. I already know that, so I beat him to 
the punch and ask for directions to the tv station on 
the second floor. He not only directs me, he follows to 
make sure I don’t get lost. I walk toward the elevator. He 
suggests taking the stairs.

I make it to the studios of ktnv, Channel 13, and meet 
with the station manager. I had been given a great offer to 
become a tv personality for the station on the coattails 



Introduction 23

of hosting a late-night variety show while working at the 
Moulin Rouge.

I sign the agreement, then go down the stairs and start 
to walk out of the hotel. The same security guard follows 
me from the bottom of the steps to — and out — the 
front door. This goes on for about two weeks, until one 
day the station manager calls me into his office. It seems 
my traffic patterns have come to the attention of the 
hotel manager, who has requested I start using the back 
employees’ entrance.

‘I may not walk through that front door,’ I tell myself, 
‘but the young brothers and sisters of Las Vegas will see 
someone on tv who looks like them.’ A picture really is 
worth a thousand words.

•

It’s a few years later and I’m in the lobby 
of a different hotel in another town. The El Capitan is 
really the only game around when it comes to lodging in 
Hawthorne, Nevada. In fact, it accounts for about half the 
economy, along with the U.S. Navy Ammunition Depot.

My two white friends are filling out their hotel regis-
trations when one of them asks the desk clerk about the 
lack of attention toward me. “The El Capitan does not 
accommodate colored people,” the clerk responds.

That’s more than a little ironic. I’m only here because 
of chairing Nevada’s Equal Rights Commission; the only 
minority member of a five-person committee charged with 
gathering evidence of racial discrimination around the 
state. I sure didn’t have to look very far today.
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The governor’s office made the room reservations, but 
this desk clerk isn’t having any of it. By now a crowd is 
gathering. I look to see if anybody has a white hood in 
his hands.

The manager comes out. My colleagues explain I’m 
chairman of a state commission, acting at the will of the 
governor and legislature. But the manager supports his 
clerk. It’s the house policy, he says, and he can’t make an 
exception unless the owners tell him different. One of 
my fellow commissioners opts to stay. The others come 
with me. We drive around until we are finally accepted 
at a motel on the outskirts of town.

The next morning we’re scheduled to have hearings 
in Hawthorne to gather testimony about discriminatory 
policies around town. I get up bright and early. It promises 
to be an interesting day.

•

When I look back at my life it feels like a 
dream, or maybe a stage play I had a part in. Truthfully, 
I don’t think I would have started this long journey of 
writing a biography, of remembering, if I hadn’t been 
honored as a namesake for a Las Vegas public school, the 
Dr. William H. “Bob” Bailey Middle School. During 
the nomination process, letters of recommendation from 
those familiar with my work and community service 
throughout the years reminded me of my commitment 
to education and the unwavering, constant belief that 
education is the light that blinds ignorance. It is my hope 
the school will stand as a monument to this conviction.
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This book was certainly not written as an epic or drama, 
or intended to be a guide to a successful life. It is simply 
one black man sharing his experiences in this country dur-
ing an incredible time in its history. I have seen technology 
take the car from a luxury to a necessity, witnessed the 
birth of television, the computer age, organ transplants, 
and space exploration. Most vividly, I have witnessed our 

“separate but equal” schools go through the painful but 
necessary experiment of integration, and watched the 
civil revolution that was brought about because a woman 
of color was not supposed to sit at the front of the bus. 
Citizens marching in the street, threatened by dogs and 
tear gas in order to make the guarantees of the United 
States Constitution available to all.

This personal history is also a look at the Las Vegas I 
remember and its evolution since 1955. There were times 
it was difficult to be here, particularly in those early days 
when this fledgling entertainment capital of the world, 
so liberated in some ways, was tethered by practices of 
racial segregation. Many of us muttered its reputation 

“Mississippi of the West” bitterly under our breaths. But I 
had always been interested in becoming a part of making 
things better and understood, thanks to the mentors in 
my life, that we all owe something to our community. I 
knew Las Vegas was a place to fulfill that commitment, 
that need to make things right. Every problem is an op-
portunity in the making.

As you read this book, I hope you will be able to trans-
port yourself, and get the full impact of my emotions and 
excitement at the various stages of my life, from singer, to 
tv personality, to businessman, to equal-rights advocate. 
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You may agree with some of the things I did and disagree 
with others; you may come up with solutions I didn’t see at 
the time. But remember, you are living in a time when the 
social and economic conditions are very different. White 
or black, you are basking under the shade of trees whose 
seeds were planted long ago.

Finally, there have been many people who have helped 
me understand myself during this lifetime, taught me 
how important it is to have goals and principles, and I 
am grateful to them. I must say that fate has also played 
a significant role. There were times when opportunities 
seemed to simply tap me on the shoulder. The lyrics were 
there, so to speak; it was up to me to make the music. My 
continued faith is also reborn nearly every day as I meet 
people from all walks of life who are willing to give of 
themselves for the benefit of others. I now approach the 
sunset of my life hoping to continue to provide a value to 
the existence God has so graciously granted me, for there 
is no greater purpose, no greater necessity.


