ONE OF THE FOUNDERS OF MODERN AMERICAN GAMING

by Howard W. Herz

Between 1960 and 1964 when Joe
retired, | enjoyed seeing him and fre-
guently he would provide us with
drilled samples of checks from closed
casinos [never open housesl!]. Joe

w/ilf

b (H FLKS taught me the terminology used in the
b ’ industry and expanded my knowledge
of gaming.

In 1960 | met Mr. Joe Klise, sales-
man for the B.C. Wills Co. of Detroit,
Michigan. At thetime| was begin-
ning Harvey’s collection of gaming
checks and chips for Harvey Gross.
Mr. Klise was an “old timer” in the
gaming industry having spent a good
portion of his life selling gaming sup-
plies. He had started with the Joe
Treybal company and had been its
manager. When Treybal failed in the
late 1940’ s, Joe went to work for
Rigdon & Co. After ashort time with
Taylor & Co. he was hired, in 1957,
by B.C. Wills and worked out of
Reno, Nevada as their salesman.

In November, 1994, | contacted
the Weinbrenners, former owners of
B.C. Wills, and was given a detailed
story of the company. What follows
is the story of a man and a company

primarily from my interviews with
the Weinbrenners who' s father found-
ed B.C. Wills& Company and was a
pioneer in the gaming industry.

George P. Weinbrenner (Jr.) was
one of three children born to George
P.Weinbrenner of St. Louis, Mo.
“Grandfather” George Sr. became the
sheriff in St. Louis. George P.
Weinbrenner [Jr.] was bornin St.
Louisin 1891. He grew up with
neighborhood friends Lincoln
Fitzgerald and Danny Sullivan. The
three men would later “migrate” to
Michigan in the 1920's where things
were “wide open”.

Young George attended the
University of Missouri and received
an engineering degree. As a student,
George became interested in the crap
games that seemed to thrive in the
alleys of St. Louis.
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One of George'sfirst gaming ven-
tures was to stencil abilliard cloth to
formalize the betting in the games.
Thus he entered the gaming industry.

George and his two boyhood friends
found the lure of Detroit too enticing
and moved therein the 1920's. One of
Detroit’s papers dubbed him “ St. Louis
Dutch”. Together with Danny Sullivan
and Lincoln Fitzgerald, George opened
aclub. Uncertain of what to name it,
the three agreed to settle on the name
of the cigarettes that George smoked
and the Chesterfield Club came into
being.

In Detroit, Weinbrenner, Lincoln
Fitzgerald and Danny Sullivan each
owned 1/3 interest in the Chesterfield
Club in East Detroit. The club closed
inthe late 1920's[1928-29].
Weinbrenner disagreed with Fitz on
the club’s operations and sold out his
interest.

In the early days of street gaming
“craps’ began as a dice game played
on a blanket with “drug store” or
“aley” dice. Theimprecise shape of
the cubes lended themselves to “load-
ing” and various types of irregulari-
ties. Weinbrenner was determined to
develop a“square” cube. The devel-
opment of new materials was just
occurring and George experimented
with celluloid. The material appeared
to lend itself to the manufacture of
dice but was not stable.

George went to the Dupont
Company and was told that the mate-

rial could not be sta-
bilized. Nothing
motivated
Weinbrenner more
than a challenge and
being told that his
ideawas impossible
provided the incen-
tive. Continued -
experiments (prima-
rily in their house) proved that the

dice could be “aged” and would “case

harden” on the surface. George
invented a process of vacuum heat-
ing that “cured” the material.
Although the dice continued to be
dightly unstable in the long run, the
process slowed their deterioration.
George Weinbrenner’s discovery lead
to the development of “precision”
dice cubes that could be manufac-
tured to exceeding small tolerances.

After Weinbrenner’s experiments
with dice material were successful he
decided to move his operation from
the basement of their home to a more
suitable location. He procured the
services of areal estate broker to find
alocation for a manufacturing opera-
tion. He found alocation that had
been a tool and die company operated
by a gentleman by the name of B.C.
Wills & Co..

Wills had recently died and his
widow was salling the business. On
the door of the location was painted
the name “B.C. Wills& Co.”.
Weinbrenner asked the widow if she
intended to use the name. She did
not, but asked why Weinbrenner was
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interested in using it. “Weinbrenner”
istoo long to fit on the door”, he
replied - he also would not have to
get anew sign painted!

The B.C. Wills Co. developed a
reputation for the best dice available.
As business continued, the company
added a division for layouts and gam-
ing furniture. In 1930-31 the B.C.
Wills & Co. under the leadership of
Weinbrenner and the Mason Co.
headed by Col. Drake got into a“dice
war”. Cutting prices and using every
business technique, the two battled
until the Mason Co. lost the war. By
1935 the B.C. Wills & Co. was offer-
ing a complete line of quality club-
room equipment. As the company
grew they gained a reputation for
quality. They considered their prod-
ucts as the “Cadillac” of gaming
equipment. Ironically their phone
number at 666 E. Columbia S,
Detroit Michigan was “ Cadillac 5974".

George P. Weinbrenner had two
boys, George and Paul who would
follow him into the business.

In the late 1940’ s the Kevfauver
committee launched a drive against



“unlicensed” gaming by using the
trangportation of interstate shipments
asabasisfor aU.S. Senate investiga
tion. To the credit of the B.C. Wills&
Co. policy, the company was not asked
to testify before the committee while
other gaming suppliers questioned.
One of the results of the Kefauver
committee was a stricter enforcement
of interstate shipment of “gaming
devices’. Withincreasing pressure
from the FBI on gaming shipments,
B.C. Wills & Co. decided to open a
factory in Nevadain 1955-56 to sup-
ply their growing customer base.
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The Nevada operation started with
the manufacture of dice and eventual -
ly included cabinets and layouts.
Around 1968 the casino products
division was moved back to Michigan
where B.C Wills & Co. had tool and
die and fiberglass operations. Inthe
1980’ s the gaming supply division
was sold to Clay Hathaway. Ina
move to make his newly purchased
company more efficient, Hathaway
took the old files to the Reno city
dump.

After several years of operation
under Hathaway the company was
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combined with other gaming supplier
companies that Hathaway had pur-
chased. Shortly after the mergers, the
company had financial difficulty and
went into bankruptcy.

Besides his owner-
ship in a gaming supply
i business, Weinbrenner
| | had various interestsin
gaming and his contribu-
tions to gaming history
were significant. Most
of the gambling (unli-
censed) was conducted in
what gamblers called
“road house” operations.
These were small clubs that featured
alimited menu of excellent food,
entertainment by some of the most
popular stars of the day and a game
room. The Michigan road houses fea-
tured the best bands of the day and
greats like Sophie Tucker. The clubs
were frequently located on the out-
skirts of the major metropolitan areas.
In the early 1920’s, the barber shop at
21 W. Elizabeth was a pick up point
for the road houses. The 7 passenger
Packards would pick up players and
chauffeur them to the clubs located
on the edge of the city. Clubsin the
Detroit area included those on
Jefferson Avenuein St. Claire,
Michigan such as the Blossom Heath,
the Edgewater Club and the Club
Royal on Gratiot Ave. located on the
Detroit city limit.

Around 1932, Weinbrenner owned
an interest in aroad house club in the
area of Kansas City called The Green

Hills. Following this short venture,
around 1934 he became a partner in
the Beach and Tennis Club located in
amansion on the beach in Miami
Beach. Weinbrenner’s partnersin the
Beach and Tennis Club were Mert
Wortheimer and Ruby Mathis. Both
Wortheimer and Mathis would later
become partners of Lincoln Fitzgerald
in the Nevada Club in Reno for a
short period of time before going to
The Mapes and The Riverside.

In 1937 George Weinbrenner built
The Christianiain Sun Valley, Idaho.
This posh club featured top name
entertainment and a game room.
Operating in the winter season only,
eventually it also became a summer
attraction to the beautiful area.

During World War 11, Sun Valley
was used by the Navy as a recuperat-
ing area for wounded sailors. At one
point in the history of the Christiania,
an Admiral from Washington asked
Weinbrenner if the Navy could lease
the facility for an enlisted men and
officer’s club. Weinbrenner declined
the offer. When the Admiral ques-
tioned Weinbrenner’s patriotism,
George replied “If you wanted this
place for an enlisted men’s club or for
an officer’s club | would lease it to
you for adollar ayear. But if you
want it for both, the only way that an
enlisted man will get in hereis on the
end of amop!” “Asfor my patriot-
ism, | have two sonsin the war and
oneis presently MIA behind enemy
lines’. The Admiral didn't get his
club.
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B.C. Wills & Company’sfirst
mold was the small Grecian Key
design introduced in the 1920’s.
It was designated as Mold # 100

In March of 1964 B.C. Wills &
Co. introduced a large Grecian
Border Design. Thiswas called
Mold #364

For a brief period of time B.C.
Wills tried “printing” on checks.
Referred to as “printing” and not silk
screening - the experiment did not
work out. This mold was designated
asMold # 187

Following the purchase of the
company by Hathaway and its subse-
guent bankruptcy, al of the B.C.
Wills molds became generic property
of the Burt Company and then
Atlantic Molding.

‘Thelogo was “printed” on the A number of interesting samples
chips and then they were given apro-  omhine the large Grecian key mold
tective coap ng. This process proved with ametal center. These were pro-
to be unsatisfactory. duced in the 1970's when metal cen-
ters were being considered.

In 1949, George Weinbrenner died
of aheart attack at age 58. His pass-
ing marked the departure of a gaming
pioneer whose accomplishments
earned him a position in gaming his-
tory. Histwo sons, George and Paul

continued with the business. Paul Metal wafer inlays were used in
continued to operate the B.C. Wills the late 1940 to early 1950 period Only afew casinos put these to
Co. and his older brother George con- &S0 & an experimental design. USE.

tinued to keep an active interest in it.
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HIRTY years experience in the use and

From dice to layouts and gaming
checks, B.C. Wills & Co. left alegacy
of both quality and integrity. Their
products are now some of the most
prized possessions of collectors.

»

] manufacture of quality club room equip-
‘ e o Ul a @ [/ ment have enabled B. C. Wills and Company

g to maintain an undisputed position of leader-
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666 E. COLUMBIA - DETROIT - MICH This leadership has been built on the

Entire Contents Copyrighted 1935 B. C, W. & Co, service and fair dealing.

manufacture of quality equipment, prompt

GEM CRAP CHECKS

THE FASTEST DEALING CRAP CHECK MADE

WILLS’ GEM NON-DUPLICATE MONOGRAMMED CRAP CHECKS
are the finest made. These checks are made of indestructible material, and have a special mat
finish, which permits easier cutting and stacking. Wills’ Gem Non-Duplicate Monogrammed
Crap Checks are sold only with monogram, which is registered and cannot be purchased by
anyone except the original purchaser.

In addition to designs shown on opposite page, any special design will be made to order

AT NO ADDITIONAL CHARGE.

Supplied in Eleven Colors:

Red, White, Blué, Yellow, Green, Chocolate, Orange, Black, Pink, Lavender and Scarlet.
No. C1—Per Hundred. ... .. $ 7.00
No. C1—Per Thousand. . . .. 65.00

ANY SPECIAL DESIGN OR MONOGRAM AT NO EXTRA CHARGE

DETROIT, MICHIGAN [951 Telephone CADILLAC 5974
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Price per hundred
B. C. WILLS & CO.
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