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By John M. Broder

June 4, 2004

Every dream needs a merchant, every myth a mythmaker. In Las

Vegas, that job falls to Billy Vassiliadis, adman, huckster, deal

maker and fixer extraordinaire.

Friends and rivals alike describe Mr. Vassiliadis -- known

universally as Billy V. -- as the most powerful unelected person in

Nevada. The modifier may be superfluous. He has spun sand into

pure gold.

Mr. Vassiliadis is president and majority owner of R&R Partners,

Nevada's largest advertising agency and the $65-million-a-year

mouthpiece of the Las Vegas Convention and Visitors Authority.

His mission is to sell Las Vegas to the world, to keep the dreamers,

the revelers, the suckers coming.

Mr. Vassiliadis has provided the background music as the city

continually reinvents itself, alternately tarting itself up and toning

itself down. The agency has sold the city as the ''Resort Bargain of

the World,'' as ''The American Way to Play,'' as ''Open 24 Hours''

and, for a brief unshining moment in the mid-1990's, as a

wholesome family destination.
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But the latest R&R Partners campaign, known in-house as ''Vegas

Stories'' but to the world by its now-famous tagline, ''What

happens here stays here,'' is destined to be long remembered as a

stroke of marketing genius.

The television spots are highly suggestive -- a group of young

women in a limousine giggling over some unspoken exploit, a

disheveled couple who have misplaced their luggage, a young man

asking for a wake-up call to be directed to his cellphone. The

message is unmistakable: In Las Vegas, anything goes.

This is Billy Vassiliadis's Las Vegas. He is, metaphorically

speaking, a sidewalk shill for the monstrous billion-dollar theme

hotels rising from the hard-packed sands of the neon-drenched

Strip, enticing one and all to try their luck. He looks the part, too,

favoring dark slacks and sweaters, sporting rich salt-and-pepper

hair, a single gold chain around his neck.

But Mr. Vassiliadis, 48, is much more than a high-end huckster. He

is a master player in almost every major game in Nevada --

politics, government, advertising, public relations, entertainment

and gambling. His client list at R&R includes home builders,

miners, ranchers, liquor distributors, hospitals, airlines, utilities,

telecommunications firms and the big casino hotels on the Strip.

He is an adviser to governors and senators, a political consultant

and campaign guru, one of the most influential lobbyists in the

state capital and a behind-the-scenes eminence in the state's

economic engine, the euphemistically named resort industry.
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He is profane, sarcastic, loud, charming, bombastic, seductive,

terrifying and a lot of fun to be around. He is a devoted husband, a

father of two teenagers and the chief salesman for the after-

midnight side of Las Vegas. He is, by his own description, ''schizo''

about living in Las Vegas, which is at once the nation's adult

amusement park and a growing city where thousands of people

arrive each month looking for jobs, houses, schools and churches,

the trappings of a normal life. His job is to oil the engine that keeps

them coming, the multibillion-dollar gambling and entertainment

complex that provides the jobs and pays the taxes.

In Charge of 'What Happens Here'

Asked to describe his mission in life, Mr. Vassiliadis does not

hesitate. ''What I do for a living is I try to promote and protect the

state's largest industry,'' he said in an interview in his office

surrounded by pictures of himself with Bill Clinton and other

politicians, and trinkets from his beloved Chicago Cubs and Bears.

''My job is to drive as much demand for this destination as I can.''

The ''Vegas Stories'' campaign, by all available measures, is doing

just that. A record 35 million visitors passed through Las Vegas last

year, and the city seems poised to set another record this year.

The ''What happens here'' tagline has become a fixture in the

popular culture, appearing in prime-time series and on ''Saturday

Night Live'' and ''Today.''

William J. Bennett, the education secretary in the Reagan

administration, complained after he was caught on a surveillance

camera in a Las Vegas casino, ''Apparently, 'What happens here,

stays here' applies to everyone but me.''

Manuel Cortez, the president of the convention bureau and a

onetime political client of Mr. Vassiliadis's, is delighted with the

current campaign. ''It's suggestive, yes, but there's nothing you

can see that's pornographic,'' he said. ''Las Vegas is what it is. Las

Vegas is an adult playground. That is one of the keys to attracting

ever-increasing numbers of conventions and trade shows.''

Five years ago, the convention authority put its lucrative

advertising contract up for bid. National firms competed, but R&R

blew them away with a gaudy video that was pure Vegas

showmanship. The convention authority just renewed R&R's

contract for five more years without bidding it out. Mr. Cortez has

no apologies. ''We're in the middle of a campaign that's better than

anything we've ever had,'' he said.
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Of Mr. Vassiliadis he said, ''Billy is very, very well respected in the

industry,'' using, perhaps without meaning to, a phrase that in Las

Vegas has long implied well connected to the mob. ''He's a guy you

want in your corner if you have a problem -- a political problem or a

marketing problem.''

Billy Vassiliadis was 18 when he arrived in Las Vegas in the 1970's,

a big outgoing Greek kid from Chicago. He was born in Athens. His

father taught in Greek Orthodox schools in Greece, Romania and

Ethiopia before immigrating to the United States in 1957 with his

wife and year-old son. He attended the University of Nevada, Las

Vegas, where he became active in Democratic politics and began

cultivating friends and mentors who would catapult him into

prominence.

''What was great about Vegas then and to a large extent is still

true, was opportunity,'' Mr. Vassiliadis said. ''Anybody who has

talent and a passion to succeed is just not going to fail here.''

He volunteered on numerous campaigns and in 1982 ran the long-

shot campaign of John Moran for the job of Clark County sheriff.

Mr. Moran won.

At the end of 1982, Sig Rogich offered Mr. Vassiliadis a job in his

agency, R&R Partners. The agency already had the Las Vegas

convention authority contract and represented Howard Hughes's

casino hotels, home builders and car dealerships.

''Billy became my right arm,'' said Mr. Rogich, 60. ''We were really

the odd couple. Sometimes he'd shave, sometimes he wouldn't. His

office was always a great mess. It used to drive me crazy.''

Having Mr. Vassiliadis around freed Mr. Rogich to devote time to

national politics. After directing advertising for the 1988 and '92

Bush campaigns, he returned to Las Vegas, and barely recognized

the agency he had founded. Mr. Vassiliadis had remade it in his

own image: splashier, more aggressive, deeply involved in Nevada

politics.
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''It wasn't necessarily bad, just different,'' Mr. Rogich said. ''They

just weren't my people.'' He decided to sell to Mr. Vassiliadis and

several other partners, a decision he came to regret.

''I had seller's remorse,'' Mr. Rogich admitted. ''I made a lot of

money but I missed the creative part, the electricity.''

A Broad Sphere of Influence

Under Mr. Vassiliadis, the firm has grown to 220 employees and

more than $200 million a year in billings. It occupies its own year-

old 70,000-square-foot building in Summerlin, a prosperous suburb.

The offices reflect Mr. Vassiliadis's personality, self-consciously hip,

with the feel of an adult game arcade, all open space with 14-foot-

video screens, table tennis and a foosball game in the common

area. The first-floor conference room, called the War Room, is

painted in camouflage and decorated with a four-foot-tall hand

grenade.

As Mr. Vassiliadis cemented control of R&R, he was also expanding

his political and business portfolio. He ran the two governor's

campaigns of Bob Miller, the son of Ross Miller, a casino operator

connected to the Chicago organized-crime outfit. He also pushed

along the political career of Mr. Cortez, who served 16 years on the

Clark County Commission before becoming president of the Las

Vegas Convention and Visitors Authority a decade ago, a

relationship that has paid Mr. Vassiliadis huge dividends.

There is hardly a figure in statewide or national politics in Nevada

today who does not owe some debt to Billy Vassiliadis.

Nevada's 1988 Senate campaign became an occasion for one of Mr.

Vassiliadis's notorious eruptions of temper. He had become close to

Jon Ralston, then the political writer for The Las Vegas Review-

Journal and now a columnist for The Las Vegas Sun and host of a

television political talk show. Although Mr. Miller, then the

lieutenant governor, was not running, his father's ties to the mob

became an issue in the race. Mr. Vassiliadis, fighting back on behalf

of the Democratic Senate candidate, Richard Bryan, tried to plant a

story with Mr. Ralston about the supposed Watergate connection of

a Republican aide on the other side in the race.
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Mr. Ralston refused to bite, and Mr. Vassiliadis turned on him with

a fusillade of high-volume invective.

''An hour after he blew up at me he called back and said, 'Do you

still love me?'''

Now they talk almost daily. ''We're closer than most brothers are,''

Mr. Ralston said.

As he built his political client base, Mr. Vassiliadis also became one

of the two or three most powerful lobbyists in Carson City. His most

important lobbying account is also the state's most important

interest group -- the Nevada Resort Association, representing the

15 big casino companies that dominate gambling in the state.

Mr. Vassiliadis is a rich man many times over, but he turned down

as clients cigarette makers, strip clubs and insurance companies.

He also turned away the nuclear waste industry, which is seeking

to build a high-level radioactive dump in Nevada. ''That was

retirement money,'' he said.

Jan Jones, a former mayor of Las Vegas who ran for governor

against Mr. Miller in 1994, said Mr. Vassiliadis is wired into the

state's power structure.

''Is he the most powerful non-elected person in Nevada? Oh,

absolutely,'' she said. ''You would call him before you call the

governor, because Billy will get you there and your name won't be

in the newspaper.''

''What happens here, stays here'' was the handiwork of two young

R&R copywriters, Jeff Candido and Jason Hoff, who have moved on

to agencies on the East Coast. It is indelibly associated with Mr.

Vassiliadis and could well end up as his ironic epitaph.
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The phrase is not universally loved. Some civic boosters say it

perpetuates a tawdry image when they are trying to sell Las Vegas

as a healthy place to raise a family.

Mr. Vassiliadis said even his wife of 20 years, Rosemary, who

comes from a conservative Catholic family in Chicago, is less than

enamored of the campaign and the image it projects. Billy V.

shrugs. The campaign, and the city, are about a visceral feeling of

freedom, an emotional need to escape, he said. And the way you

sell that is to suggest that life here is fundamentally different from

life elsewhere.

''People come here and lose themselves in their own notion of what

personal freedom is,'' he said. ''It's not so much outlaw or naughty.

It's not about having sex. It's about coming here and feeling sexy,

feeling like a high roller.''

AMERICAN DREAMERS

The Lure of Las Vegas

Las Vegas is America's magnet city, an irresistible destination for

countless pleasure-seekers and a vast tide of economic migrants.

Articles in this series have examined the city and its suburbs

through the lives of a few of the people who have pursued new

beginnings there, including a teacher, a judge, a stripper, a waitress

and an advertising man.

ON THE WEB -- Additional materials, including the articles and

interviews with people featured in this series, can be found at

nytimes.com/lasvegas.

A version of this article appears in print on June 4, 2004, Section A, Page 1 of the National edition with the headline:
The Pied Piper of Las Vegas Seems to Have Perfect Pitch. Order Reprints | Today’s Paper | Subscribe
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