
Gary Dibart: A dirty little secret

By Kevin C. Shelly

 Gary DiBartolomeo needed a fix. Bad. Couldn't wait for a trip out of town. Right 

here. Right now. This minute. Who cares if it fouls the nest? Screw the rules. To hell with 

promises. It was time.

 He'd heard the dice whispering to him again at work as they flew across the felt 

day after day. Easy to ignore at first. Then louder. More insistent. Impossible to ignore 

now as Gary DiBartolomeo, the assistant vice president of national marketing for 

Caesars, walked through the cavernous gaming floor of the company's Atlantic City 

casino, talking with customers and coworkers. Today the dice were shrieking: Come and 

play! Time for some action. Get in the game!

 That's the way it went with Gary DiBartolomeo's gambling binges: Under control 

for weeks, sometimes months. Then completely out of control. Gambling nonstop at all 

hours until the money, even the borrowed money, disappeared. Gone. That brought guilt. 

And regret. But there also was relief. Relief, that is, until the next time.

 "I was more or less a binge gambler,'' DiBartolomeo has admitted. " I didn't wake 

up every day and say 'I want to go gamble.' It's not in me. But once I started, once I 

bellied up to the table, there was no stopping me. I wasn't playing to win or lose. I was 

just playing for the action. And when you play so long, the mathematics... you'd think I 

would know better, but I couldn't pull my self away." 

 DiBartolomeo's need for action had returned, as it always did. The next time was 

now. But not allowed. Not here, anyway. Top license holders can't gamble in Atlantic 

City. Not in their own casinos. Not anywhere else in town. That's why Gary 

DiBartolomeo wagered when he went out of town for his casino marketing job: luring 

luckless gamblers like himself to play -- and lose -- back in Atlantic City.



 Ironically, Gary DiBartolomeo's compulsiveness as a player helped him excel at 

his job, though it did not make him a better bettor.

 He understood customers. Knew them inside out. Knew how to talk to them. He 

had a player's ego. 

 "I like the action, being around people, the action of the dice,'' he said. 
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 With no road trips scheduled, the tables still were screaming to Gary 

DiBartolomeo. Had to be careful, though. Had his wrist slapped once already. The 

Division of Gaming Enforcement, the casino cops, thought he had a gambling problem. 

Made him go to counseling for a time. Made him promise to quit gambling altogether -- 

everywhere, not just abide by the not-in-Atlantic City rule. He'd signed the paper though 

he didn't believe he had a problem. Still, he didn't want to get caught at the tables in 

Atlantic City. Especially with all those cameras in every casino trained on the tables and 

people he knew from two decades working in the industry staffing every casinos' gaming 

floor. 

 He needed an alter ego, a stand-in, willing to bet for him. Away from Caesars. 

Away from his game. An underling, Dennis Kim, director of Korean marketing at 

Caesars, was willing. After all, Kim had done it before at Trump Plaza's nearby blackjack 

tables. Gary DiBartolomeo had put up $2,500 -- cash -- for the buy in. Kim played. And 

lost. And played. And lost. All of it. Like a pervert who pays someone to have sex his 

wife so he can watch, Gary DiBartolomeo watched as Kim pissed his money away. 

 It wasn't the real thing. Didn't have the action of dice. But close. Close enough try 

again. Today even more was on the line -- $5,000. Gary DiBartolomeo's cash fanned out 

on the Plaza's blackjack table. Kim played surrogate once again. As before, Gary 



DiBartolomeo watched like an impotent husband as Kim enjoyed the action. His stand-in 

would get a few hundred if they won. 

 Kim never got paid. 

 The cards fell against them. Hand after hand. Busted. The cash evaporated. Gary 

DiBartolomeo wasn't rolling dice. Hell, Gary DiBartolomeo wasn't even sitting at the 

table. Still, there was no question about it: Gary DiBartolomeo had crapped out, morally, 

mentally and physically.

 Despite his dirty little secret, DiBartolomeo seemed to be beating the odds in 

every other way. His incredible streak took the neighborhood kid from rowhouse 

Philadelphia to an entry-level job as a craps dealer at Caesars in Atlantic City, through a 

21-year succession of casino jobs with increasing pay, prestige and responsibility.

 Last January his career came full circle: DiBartolomeo became president of the 

casino where his professional life began. As the leader of Caesars, a marquee casino 

owned by Park Place Entertainment Corp., the largest gambling company in the world, 

DiBartolomeo was pulling down $325,00 annually. Bonuses nearly doubled his base pay. 

Not bad for a 45-year-old college dropout from 17th and Morris streets in South 

Philadelphia. 

 Becoming president should have been a moment to savor; instead it brought his 

career ascent to a screeching end.

 DiBartolomeo is the first sitting casino president to face losing his New Jersey 

casino license. He is also the most senior casino executive anywhere to ever to admit he 

is a pathological gambler. The presumed length of a license suspension due to his 

compulsive gambling habit -- and the lies and cover-ups that made his obsession possible 

-- is five years. 



 For Gary DiBartolomeo, a five year license suspension is a "functional death 

penalty" in the words of his lawyer, Mark Sandson. That's because his client, Gary 

DiBartolomeo, has spent his entire working life in the Atlantic City casino industry, a 

business that made him professionally -- and crushed him personally.

 Since May, Gary DiBartolomeo's focus has shifted from running a casino to 

recovering from his gambling addiction. Under treatment and medication while on paid 

medical leave, the casino executive now is an ironic poster boy for compulsive gambling.

 Even now, months after news of Gary DiBartolomeo's addiction broke, he's still 

struggling to sort it all out one day at a time, according to Ed Looney, the executive 

director of the New Jersey Council on Compulsive Gambling.

 Looney, a certified gambling counselor who has met with Gary DiBartolomeo and 

speaks with him by phone nearly everyday, said DiBartolomeo remains "in denial in his 

heart. He's half in, half not. He's still asking, 'Why are they doing this to me?' It's not 

'them', it's you, I've told him. I've told him he needs to be humble.

 "He has a narcissistic personality. He's used to winning and getting over. He's a 

mover and a shaker. He needs to be humble," explained Looney, who is himself a 

recovering compulsive gambler.

 

 In just the latest stretch of his wild ride of addictive gambling, DiBartolomeo 

blew nearly $400,000 in just 18 months. Approximately 60 percent of the money he had 

access to during those months went to pay gambling debts.

 Covering for his addiction, he simultaneously took out five unsecured high-

interest commercial loans. He paid gambling debts in cash, avoiding writing checks his 

wife might question. He immediately spent a bonus advance and a bogus travel advance 



to cover mounting gambling debts. He took a pension loan. At least one debt went to a 

collection agency. He sold expensive wristwatches to cover his losses. 

 Strained finances were only a small part of his problem.

 Increasingly desperate, he lied to his wife. He hid his problem from friends and 

coworkers. He lied to employers. He lied to regulators. Mostly, he lied to himself, telling 

himself he could handle it: He had the income, he didn't have a problem.

 He allegedly structured repayments of his losses to the Las Vegas MGM Grand in 

increments just under federal reporting limits. Transactions above $10,000 trigger 

currency reports. He drove repeatedly from Margate to MGM's New York office on five 

separate days, handing over $10,000 or less in each time. Sandson, DiBartolomeo's 

lawyer, denies his client attempted to avoid triggering currency reports by paying his debt 

in small increments. But Sandson also admits his client's explanation of the payments, "is 

not a good, coherent story."

 The state also has faulted DiBartolomeo for courting Taylor Breton, a known 

bookmaker with alleged ties to the Bonnano organized crime family, as a customer. The 

charge sounds ominous, but the reality is that most of Atlantic City's casinos have courted 

Breton -- and done so legally: despite his notoriety, he is not  barred from casinos, like 

other unsavory figures. The Division of Gaming Enforcement's director backpedaled 

from the charge in a recent interview: J. P. Suarez admits now there was "not an improper 

association" between the gambler and the casino executive. Suarez now says there is "no 

evidence" DiBartolomeo did anything wrong dealing with Breton.

 But there are undeniably serious charges -- lying to employers and regulators and 

having someone else gamble for him in Atlantic City. There's no explaining those things 

away.

 The charges may cost Gary DiBartolomeo his livelihood. In turn, his high-profile 

case ironically may also forever alter how officials view and treat obsessive gamblers in 

Atlantic City. That's because while his behavior seems bizarre and unfathomable, 



addicted gamblers really aren't really that rare, maybe two to three percent of the general 

population, according to the New Jersey Council on Compulsive Gambling. There are 

perhaps double or triple that among those who gamble frequently and among those who 

work in a wagering environment. Casino workers make up a large percentage of those 

who attend the seven separate Gamblers Anonymous meetings held each week in the 

Atlantic City area.

 But most pathological gamblers -- that's the clinical name for the disorder coined 

by the American Psychiatric Association, diagnosis code 312.31 -- attract little notice as 

they go about ruining their lives and damaging the people around them. Most are 

secretive, behaving more like Gary DiBartolomeo than the flamboyant Leonard Tose, 

another man with a compulsive gambling problem. The former Eagles owner very 

publicly squandered millions in Atlantic City while subsisting in a mansion stripped of 

furnishings in order to pay for his addiction.

 Unlike Tose, Gary DiBartolomeo insists his public humiliation and the possible 

loss of his livelihood have shocked the desire to gamble out of him. "It's gone after going 

through all this,'' he has claimed. 

 A proposal by DiBartolomeo and Caesars allowing his return to work under a 

slew of conditions, such as counseling, monitoring, and impulse-control medication, got 

nixed by authorities. Instead, a trial-like hearing takes place in November. It could take 

months after that, though, for a final decision by the full Casino Control Commission.

 In coming to a decision, the casino regulators must weigh punishing those who 

break New Jersey's gaming rules -- DiBartolomeo admits he repeatedly broke them as a 

result of his disease -- against calls for compassionately handling someone suffering in 

the depths of a progressively debilitating disorder. 

 The fate of Gary DiBartolomeo should be playing out as you read this story, his 

lawyer believes. No one can predict how the case will end for DiBartolomeo -- or a 

casino industry that feeds on rabid gamblers just like him, a casino industry that doesn't 



readily accept compulsive gambling as an excuse when they come knocking in search of 

unpaid gambling debts 

 This, though, is the story Gary DiBartolomeo's steady rise and rapid fall.

 Gary DiBartolomeo, a St. John Neumann High School grad who had dropped out 

of Temple University after just one semester, was looking for fun -- and direction -- when 

he visited Atlantic City's Resorts International Casino just after the city's first gaming 

house opened in 1978. Walking onto the vast, dimly lit casino floor, it was as if a million 

dollar jackpot bell had gone off in his head: Crowds! Noise! Color! Action! Excitement! 

Risk! Rewards! The casino had it all. Especially craps, the most social of casino table 

games. 

 "When I walked in there... all the people, the money, the lights, the whole 

environment -- it just appealed to me. It was everything I was about,'' DiBartolomeo 

remembered. "I'm a people person to begin with. This is what I wanted to do."

 "When I walked up to that first craps table, I thought I'd died and gone to heaven,'' 

he recalled.

  (DiBartolomeo did not grant Philadelphia Magazine an interview for this story: 

his lawyer reneged on several promised interviews, eventually refusing access to his 

client. Details in this story about DiBartolomeo's career and addiction come from: 

interviews with his lawyer, government reports, previously published interviews and 

numerous sources.) 

 A week after his first casino visit, DiBartolomeo enrolled in a dealer's school. He 

went to work at Caesars the following year -- as a craps dealer, naturally. He spent 10 

years with dice, moving to Golden Nugget as a supervisor. In 1989 he went to Showboat 

as a host -- a position that's like being a personal concierge for good casino customers. 

When the Taj Mahal opened its doors, he moved on again, first as a host and then as a 



regional director for customer development -- recruiting and retaining gamblers, 

schmoozing, boozing and entertaining them.

 At the Taj he also became a junket rep -- a  job that means traveling  near and far 

to recruit gamblers who get rewarded with complimentaries, such as free travel, free hotel 

rooms, free meals, free entertainment. With his new position came a key employee 

license -- the highest level of licensing for an individual in New Jersey with the greatest 

level of scrutiny.

 Soon he was vice president for customer development. That's when  Mark Juliano, 

a casino marketing whiz who eventually became the president of Caesars, recruited 

DiBartolomeo. Juliano made DiBartolomeo an assistant vice president of national 

marketing for Caesars in June 1994. 

 In the world of casinos, "marketing" relies more on personality and connections 

than the product  -- or anything else. After all, each casino offers gamblers the same 

games, with similar odds, similar perks and similar settings. The magic of casino 

marketing is making a high-roller feel good as you lead 'em and bleed 'em: that's the mark 

of a top casino marketing guy. DiBart, as he called himself within the industry, was a 

natural at reeling in the big players -- whales in casino speak. Guys who throw down 

hundreds, sometimes thousands on every roll of the dice, guys who each year are worth 

hundreds of thousands to millions to a casino.

 "His expertise was the biggest customers. He knew how to talk to them. He 

handled domestic high-rollers. He was good at marketing, but not so strong on the 

business side,'' explained one former colleague. "He was effective and everybody liked 

him, '' another former Caesars executive agreed.

  DiBartolomeo married shortly after his casino career began. He and Joan, a full-

time homemaker, had two daughters and a son, ranging from college freshman to grade 

schooler. The family eventually settled into a $300,000 two-story home toward the 

bayside of Margate, a comfortable but not sumptuous home by shore standards. He made 



time to coach his son in Little League and help his oldest daughter with basketball. He 

took his son golfing at the private country clubs where he was a member.

 DiBartolomeo had a secret, though.

 At his wife's urging, he went to Gamblers Anonymous for the first time in 1988. 

Too ashamed to attend one of seven GA meetings held near his home, where he might run 

into people he knew professionally and personally, DiBartolomeo instead drove more 

than an hour each way to the Monday night meeting in distant Moorestown, Burlington 

County. 

 He didn't really think he had a gambling problem, though. He went just to satisfy 

his wife. He quit attending GA within six months.

 Still, it was a good life, and on the surface getting better, a life that even the most 

seasoned oddsmaker could not have predicted when the young man from South 

Philadelphia's St. Thomas Aquinas parish first rolled into Atlantic City.

 

 Then the first shoe dropped: The DGE, the agency that polices New Jersey's 

gaming laws, recommended denying DiBartolomeo's license in August 1994. 

 The reason: he owed $25,000 in unpaid gambling debts. Worse, he had lied to 

them when asked about it. Though there was no proof he'd done anything illegal, 

authorities worried that his indebtedness and addiction made him vulnerable to 

corruption.

 The DGE's 1995 internal report -- just publicly released this year -- exposed 

DiBartolomeo's dirty little secret, a secret he shares with perhaps 5 to 10 percent of his 

fellow casino employees: he's a compulsive gambler. He's been one for 20 years.

 Ironically, his new marketing job enabled his addiction. As a key license holder, 

DiBartolomeo can not legally gamble in Atlantic City. But constant travels recruiting 

gamblers often landed him at craps tables elsewhere. In the midst of a major binge, he 

frequently gambled by himself for hours on end, often at odd hours of the day and night. 



 DiBartolomeo retained his casino license, along with his dignity and privacy, 

when he signed a plea bargain in 1995 without any public notice of his gambling 

problem. He quickly paid off loans. He agreed not to gamble -- anywhere.

 He also agreed to submit proof that he attended weekly Gamblers Anonymous 

meetings or met weekly for personal counseling with a licensed therapist. For a time, he 

followed the rules.

 He returned to the distant Moorestown meeting during his second go-around with 

GA. Again, he went for a while. But not routinely. Eventually, he stopped. He also saw a 

private therapist, but skipped 30 percent of his appointments. Eventually, he stopped 

going to counseling, too.

 Most recovering gambling addicts rely on Gambler's Anonymous to support their 

recovery. Arnie Wexler, a recovering compulsive gambler who works as a consultant, said 

there's almost no hope of kicking the addiction without a program. Even with GA, there's 

only about a 10 percent recovery rate. But combining GA with counseling yields a 

recovery rate of 30 to 50 percent, according to Wexler, the former executive director the 

New Jersey Council on Compulsive Gambling. 

 Though every GA group has a different dynamic, meetings everywhere share 

similarities. Each meeting's nominal leader, usually a person long into recovery, generally  

asks members as they filter in when they last placed a bet. Answers range from years to 

hours. Personal stories get exchanged. There is generally reading from the group's slim 

17 page handbook.

 Like other self-help groups, the core program consists of 12 steps to recovery. The 

steps begin with an admission that GA members are powerless over gambling. They 

conclude with a pledge to carry the message to fellow compulsive gamblers. Though 

longtime members follow along as newer members read the 12 steps from the handbook, 

old-timers know the tenants by rote, reciting them like a catechism.



 The guidebook also answers questions. For instance, it bluntly states that the 

characteristics of a compulsive gambler include: an inability and unwillingness to accept 

reality, emotional insecurity and immaturity -- each a trait of DiBartolomeo's, according 

to those who know him.

 The handbook also poses 20 questions to help gauge whether or not an 

individual's wagering is social or pathological. Problem gamblers answer "yes" to at least 

seven of the 20 questions. DiBartolomeo probably scores somewhere between 15 and 18, 

according to Looney, the compulsive gambling council's leader. 

 The handbook concludes with seven suggestions aimed primarily at new 

members. 

 The first and most fundamental is to keep attending meetings. The final 

suggestion is patience. The advice was hard for DiBartolomeo to follow because he still 

didn't believe he had a gambling problem. 

 But the third dictate for newcomers was the hardest: 

 "Don't test yourself. Don't associate with acquaintances who gamble. Don't go in 

gambling establishments."

 DiBartolomeo didn't listen, then or nÜ¥h_cà _____e______
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making it easily traced. 

 Oblivious to his continued gambling and his failure to attend counseling, the DGE 

agreed to renew his license in 1997 without requiring additional therapy, though he 

remained barred from betting anywhere. No longer required to attend counseling, he quit 

all therapy.

 "They just gave me the license,'' explained DiBartolomeo. "They didn't ask about 

it, and I didn't volunteer anything."

 Like a Pavlovian bell, the state's bungled license renewal signaled the start of a 

whole new level of pathological gambling for DiBartolomeo. 

 Despite claiming he'd quit gambling, authorities now know he wagered several 

dozen times since September 1994, quitting only after becoming Caesars' president. 

While he rationally knew casino wagering over the long run is nothing but a sucker's 

game, DiBartolomeo could not control his increasingly frequent and increasingly costly 

gambling binges. 

 For instance, on June 28, 1997 he took out a $15,000 credit loan at Bally's in Las 

Vegas. In just 38 minutes, wagering an average of $2,500 a bet, he lost $13,000.

 On the same trip, he also gambled at MGM Grand. At 5:36 a.m. on June 28 he 

took out another $10,000, followed by another $10,000  less than 20 minutes later. Then 

came a $5,000 credit at 5:22 p.m. and another $5,000 at 9:34 p.m. The next morning, 

somewhere between 3:19 a.m. and 4:10 a.m., he borrowed another $10,000. All told, he'd 



lost $56,200 at MGM in under five hours at the table, wagering an average of $1,527. 

With his Bally losses added in, he'd blown more than $69,000 in less than two days.

  But his worst stint was one epic unlucky session bellied up to a Mississippi craps 

table nonstop for just under eight hours. Scouting for new players while on a golf junket 

was his job. But he never got to the golf greens. Chasing losses, that single session 

sweating over the green felt of Binion's Horseshoe cost him $100,000 -- mostly borrowed 

money. He flew home the next day, skipping the golf outing.

 "When I walked out of there, I was almost lifeless,'' he recalled of that fevered 

losing session. "You start thinking, 'I'm going to have to pay this.' When you are 

gambling, you know you are losing, but not how much you are losing. You lose all sense 

of time. Once you get in the game, all there is the game."

 In the midst of his gambling frenzy, he got a bonus advance of nearly $32,000 and 

used it to cover gambling debts with the approval of his mentor, Mark Juliano, one of 

DiBartolomeo's few coworkers who knew about his addiction. Juliano, who has left 

Caesars and now is the lead local executive for MGM Mirage, which plans to develop a 

casino Atlantic City, did other things to help his friend: he approved a bogus $10,000 

travel advance that he knew DiBartolomeo would use to gamble at Binion's;  later he also 

provided a personal loan of $90,000 to pay the massive debt DiBartolomeo racked up 

during his epic Mississippi losing session. 

 "He was certainly a creature of Mark Juliano's," said a former Caesar's executive 

of the symbiotic relationship between DiBartolomeo and his mentor, Juliano.

 Juliano isn't talking for himself right now: He declined comment, saying he 

expects to testify at DiBartolomeo's license hearing. Though he would not answer 

questions, Juliano did not dispute the DGE's accounting of his actions. "The facts speak 

for themselves, I guess,'' he said.

 Not everyone is so certain of what the facts say. 



 Sandson contends Juliano was simply befriending DiBartolomeo, helping a buddy 

out of a tight financial spot. Others, including a source on the commission, see Juliano as 

a calculated enabler who kept a dysfunctional employee working, trolling for whales 

while struggling to stay financially afloat himself.

 Audrey Oswell, who succeeded Juliano as Caesar's president, worried about the 

bogus travel advance to DiBartolomeo made by her predecessor. Oswell, who refused 

interview requests, ordered DiBartolomeo to repay the advance in the spring of 1999. 

 In January 2000, six days after Park Place Entertainment bought Caesars, Oswell, 

a respected senior executive in the industry, got axed. She now leads Resorts. Replacing 

Oswell at Caesars' helm: Gary DiBartolomeo.

 It was a promotion that shocked not just colleagues, but also DiBartolomeo, who 

had not been within the inner core of executives running Caesars.

 The late Arthur Goldberg masterminded DiBartolomeo's unexpected ascent to the 

top position at Caesars, according to several sources. Goldberg, the head of Park Place, 

who took an inherited trucking company fortune and parlayed it into the only Fortune 500 

gaming company. Goldberg died on October 19 as a result of a bone marrow disease.

 Park Place was "run with centralized authority,'' explained a former executive 

with Park Place. "And that authority was Arthur. It is not a culture of autonomy. Arthur 

did what he wanted to do and others justify it,'' the former executive explained of 

DiBartolomeo's surprise ascension and Park Place's failure to adequately probe his 

background before the promotion.

 "Goldberg was attracted to a street guy, a guy who is glib, not a detail guy,'' a 

former Caesars executive said of DiBartolomeo's selection as president. "Arthur 

associated gambling, at least on one level, with folks who know wiseguys, who have a lot 

of connections. Gary had an odd -- but profitable -- group of gamblers as customers. 

Taylor Breton was reasonably typical of them. There was no rational reason for selecting 

Gary."



 Even DiBartolomeo seemed surprised by his selection as president: "I was taken 

aback,'' he said. "It's something I never really aspired to, but after my first week there, I 

said 'I can do this. I can be the best president in Atlantic City.' "

 As Caesars new president, DiBartolomeo submitted a personal history to Park 

Place's compliance committee. He lied on the form, telling his new employers he'd never 

had any licensing problems. Meanwhile, the DGE did not inform Park Place about 

DiBartolomeo's past problems -- and Park Place didn't ask.

 "They (Park Place) missed it,'' said a former Caesars official familiar with the 

corporate review process. "They didn't investigate him at all."

 After purchasing Caesars, Park Place, which runs three other Atlantic City casinos 

-- Hilton, Bally's and the Wild West -- wanted its new acquisition's licensing concurrent 

with its other gambling houses. The DGE investigation preparing for Caesars' accelerated 

relicensing hearing spurred the DGE investigation that uncovered DiBartolomeo's 

continuing gambling addiction and his alleged violations. Sandson believes angry former 

Caesars employees, fired after Park Place bough the casino, may have tipped the DGE 

about his client.

 Park Place contends they were unaware of DiBartolomeo's problems because he 

lied to them. Despite that, they want DiBartolomeo to continue working for them. 

 Park Place, working with Sandson, launched a media campaign designed to build 

sympathy for DiBartolomeo. Park Place's outside PR firm, MWW, took charge, with the 

company's local public relations contacts ordered to say nothing. 

 Last September, while the media were clamoring for an interview with 

DiBartolomeo before the release of the DGE's tell-all report, MWW arranged an 

exclusive interview for a Newark Star-Ledger. A leaked a copy of the damning DGE 

document found its way to the paper, too. 

 The result was an extremely sympathetic Sunday front-page story in the state's 

largest paper that downplayed the serious issues raised by DiBartolomeo's actions. 



 Next came a series of interviews with selected reporters timed to the report's 

release. Those stories presented balanced information about DiBartolomeo's disease and 

his wrongful actions.

 Then came the unintended result. 

 A searing editorial appeared in the following Sunday's Ledger. It showed 

sympathy for DiBartolomeo as an addict, but not for his transgressions of the law: 

 "If the Casino Control Commission ignores all that in favor of DiBartolomeo's 

promise to quit, then we may as throw out the casino rules that have served the state so 

well for two decades,'' fumed the editorial. It also called for a full five year license 

suspension, with no leniency. Rich Aregood, the Pulitzer-winning former Daily News 

editorialist, oversees the Ledger's editorial page, the most influential in New Jersey. 

 Stung, MWW penned an op-ed piece submitted to the Ledger under 

DiBartolomeo's signature. 

 "During the past 20 years of my life, I have been a compulsive gambler," the 

piece begins. "Although I was high functioning, achieving the top level of my profession 

and earning enough to hide my disorder, I was suffering from a disease that would 

eventually have devastating impact on my personal and professional life.

 "I... inadvertently have become the statewide poster child for compulsive 

gambling. Because I am a very private individual, my new role as a beacon for this 

disorder is difficult, but it is a price I am willing to pay."

 The piece ends by denying links to organized crime, an issue raised in the Ledger 

editorial. "An Italian family name and a birthplace in South Philadelphia do not add up to 

mob ties,'' contends the essay, calling those allegations  "personally offensive'' and 

"inherently prejudiced."

 It concludes: "I am a compulsive gambler who is in treatment, facing the worst 

fear imaginable: public scrutiny. I fully accept responsibility for my activities and my 



disorder, and will deal with any resulting consequences. But that should include 

distortions of the truth and undue attacks upon my character."

 That's about when word got back to Sandson that the media campaign was 

backfiring on another level -- with casino regulators. After that, Sandson stopped making 

DiBartolomeo available for all interviews. 

 A commission source said the ham-handed media campaign "pissed off'' members 

of the commission. Park Place's blatant spin-doctoring had painted the commission into a 

corner, according to another source familiar with the commission. He said Park Place's 

blatant media manipulations make it difficult for authorities to mete out less than a five-

year suspension to DiBartolomeo: The commissioners do not want to appear bullied.

 The new silence tactic also extends to DiBartolomeo's employer. MWW and Park 

Place now refuse to answer any new questions pertaining to their roles in the 

DiBartolomeo case. Instead, they reissued a stale press release initially circulated in 

September. The release argues that DiBartolomeo's "unique human condition is being 

handled as a law enforcement issue rather than a serious health issue." Pressed for 

additional comment, MWW declined. "We're just going to be quite and take it,'' explained 

MWW's Bill Murray of Park Place's new  strategy.  

 Steering coverage of DiBartolomeo was nothing new: Park Place had tried to 

curtail coverage of DiBartolomeo's addiction early on. Wally Barr, a blustery executive 

vice president who oversees Park Place's East coast casino operations, denied 

DiBartolomeo had a gambling problem and hinted at a defamation lawsuit against a 

business reporter making inquiries about his wagering. A short while later, the four 

casino's owned by Park Place stopped selling The Press of Atlantic City newspaper, the 

reporter's employer.

 The Press never verified enough information to independently report on 

DiBartolomeo's addiction, but the bare facts of his problem became public on May 24, 

when Caesars' relicensing came before the Casino Control Commission. That's when 



Park Place lawyers acknowledged DiBartolomeo had gone on medical leave two days 

before, clearing the way for the commission to issue a new casino license without 

reviewing DiBartolomeo's suitability.

 Accounts of DiBartolomeo's problem were in the news everywhere by the next 

morning, which should have been a day of joy for him and his family. They planned to 

attend a celebratory mass honoring his daughter Natalie's graduation from Holy Spirit 

High School, a Catholic school in Absecon, across the bay from Atlantic City.

 DiBartolomeo's day began with a glance at the morning newspaper. A story about 

his problems filled the front page. As he walked the family's dog, he was certain 

neighbors were staring and whispering, according to Sandson. 

 DiBartolomeo, a devout Catholic, struggled through the graduation service held at 

Blessed Sacrament Roman Catholic Church, his hometown place of worship. As the 

hymns and prayers filled the modern four-story stone and brick sanctuary, DiBartolomeo 

sat wanly in a church pew facing a representation of a crucified Christ rising heavenward. 

As the choir sitting to the right of the altar finished their songs of praise, friends and 

coworkers who finally knew his dirty little secret, but still felt they could not to talk with 

him about it, nodded silently in his direction.

 "My heart felt so bad for him,'' said one former colleague of the public 

humiliation DiBartolomeo and his family endured. "He had never spoken about it (his 

gambling). I had no clue. His family and he were hurt by this -- no one else. My feeling is 

that this is so sad, but it seems like he's back on the road to recovery. If there's a human 

side to this, if he's rehabilitated, I'd like to see him come back and do what he does so 

well."

 Whether or not to allow DiBartolomeo to resume his career sooner than the five 

years assumed by the law sharply divides opinion. The commission, which has no 



comment for now, speaks its mind publicly when it votes, probably in late December or 

January.

 Those in the recovery business are clamoring to have DiBartolomeo returned to 

work within months, sending the message that problem gamblers working in the casino 

industry can get help without being penalized. 

 However, former regulators and an academic who studies the casino industry, 

believe there's no room to compromise.

 "You don't need someone like that in a casino,'' said Bill Thompson, a professor of 

public administration and gambling at the University of Las Vegas. "I don't think the 

industry needs or wants him. His friends want him back,'' said Thompson.

 Carl Zeitz and Pat Dodd, two former New Jersey Casino Control Commission 

members, both expressed sympathies for addictive gamblers such as DiBartolomeo. But 

that doesn't mean those who break the law should retain their licenses, both said.

 DiBartolomeo's position as a top executive and his previous failure to live up to 

his promise to seek help makes a compromise impossible, in Dodd's view. 

 "The image of a CEO who has already been given one chance -- but didn't want 

that chance bad enough -- doesn't instill confidence in the public and our laws are all 

about that confidence," said Dodd, who helped write and pass casino legislation as a New 

Jersey state senator. "It's a hardass approach, but you need to put someone like this out 

for a few years." 

 Michael Brown, the first director of the DGE, is equally uncompromising.

 "It is a very black and white issue and the mitigating circumstances, which are 

probably very honest and sincere, don't effect the law,'' said Brown, who ran Foxwoods 

casino in Connecticut before returning to a private law practice. 

 "You can't create mitigating circumstances and create an excuse from the law. If a 

dishwasher or a dealer did such a thing, there'd be no question. They'd be denied. And 

they should be denied unless the law is changed. The effect, if his license is denied, is 



that people who have a problem will be less likely to seek help, but that's no reason to 

give him his license,'' said Brown.

 An uncompromising approach troubles Wexler, the compulsive gambling 

consultant.

 "Compulsive gamblers are treated worse than alcoholics in this country. We don't 

treat them like other addictions and it disturbs the shit out of me. I know every 

compulsive gambler should get a fair shake, but they don't,'' said Wexler. 

 Wexler took DiBartolomeo to his first Gamblers Anonymous meeting -- in Toms 

River, an hour from Atlantic City -- in his new role as casino president and recovering 

gambling addict. DiBartolomeo, accustomed if not comfortable with his notoriety, now is 

attending a local meeting at least weekly, according to several people.

 Looney, leader of the compulsive gambling council, agreed DiBartolomeo needs 

compassion more than discipline.

 "They shouldn't be forgiven, but the punishment should be considered along with 

what caused it," said Looney. 

 "In some ways, this is a good thing because it draws attention to the problem," 

added Looney. "But poster boys fall off on the wayside. The previous poster boys (for 

compulsive gambling) have failed. I don't like that poster boy image, but it is there." 

 Looney, who wrote several letters and press releases supporting DiBartolomeo's 

failed bid to return to the industry just three months after going on leave, has rethought 

his position, though.

 He was premature calling for DiBartolomeo's  swift return to a casino 

environment, he concedes. Now he supports a six month license suspension, but only if 

DiBartolomeo successfully completes a 30-day resident treatment program first. He also 

believes DiBartolomeo should work in an office, away from the casino floor.

 Looney and Wexler both said they could not work in a casino environment, 

despite their years without placing a bet and the fact that neither had gambled in casinos 



when their addictions were active. "I can't do it," said Wexler, who still turns off the TV 

when a horse race comes on. "Every now and then it still comes up: A juice, a feeling, a 

surge. After 32 years (without wagering), I still have the desire to gamble." Still, both say 

there are recovering compulsive gamblers actively working on casino floors and it is 

possible that DiBartolomeo could successfully do that, too.

 Despite the obvious pitfalls and temptations presented by putting a compulsive 

gambler back to work in a casino, his lawyer continues pushing hard for DiBartolomeo's 

return to the industry.  "There are many recovering gamblers who work in the industry," 

said Sandson. "Gary's livelihood is in the casino industry and always has been. The 

psychological help he's gotten says the atmosphere doesn't matter. We believe and he 

believes he can work in the casino industry. If he's cured, in a strong recovery, he can 

work anywhere."

 "He wants to be a lighthouse to others to show that you can conquer this disease," 

said Sandson.

 Better than anyone else, Len Cohen understands the multiple layers of irony 

presented by a casino president addicted to gambling  begging for leniency due to his 

compulsion.

 After all, compassion and understanding were what Len Cohen sought a decade 

ago for his then-17-year-old daughter, Kim Cohen. That's when she became the last 

unwitting poster child for compulsive gambling in Atlantic City. 

 What Len Cohen got in place of compassion and understanding then was scorn 

and derision. 

 Scorn from casinos -- particularly Caesars -- and from embarrassed casino 

regulators. And derision from the media and just about everyone else who didn't 



understand that his daughter, then just a high school student, couldn't control her 

overwhelming urge to gamble.

 It tore Len Cohen's family upside down. Cohen remains estranged from his 

daughter, who subsequently abandoned his grandchild in order to move to Las Vegas and 

be closer to the action she apparently still craves.

 "The times sure are different. A lot has changed since Kim's problem began and 

proliferated,"  said Cohen, a beat cop in Atlantic City.

 The facts in the Kim Cohen case are straightforward: five casinos, chiefly 

Caesars, got fined for repeatedly enticing his underage daughter to play blackjack. The 

casinos rated her play and showered her with comps. Caesars and the other casinos did 

that despite the fact that Kim Cohen was four years too young to legally play. They did 

that despite the fact that Len Cohen went to Caesars with her picture and a warning about 

her that the casino flagrantly ignored. After being allowed to wager -- minors can't legally 

step foot on a casino floor, let alone bet at the gaming tables -- his daughter got arrested 

and fined several times for her compulsive addiction to cards.

 Caesars, due to its flagrancy, got singled out for censure by the state. The casino 

also paid a $100,000 fine, a record amount. 

 The company's spin sent a different message, though. I'm certain of that: I was 

one of the reporters who wrote about Kim Cohen's compulsion, not her disease. 

 Caesars repeatedly portrayed Kim Cohen as conniving and out of control, a 

womanchild who wore adult clothes to mask her tender years, not as a sick teen who 

dressed up because she needed help that she never got. Len Cohen got painted as a failed 

father who couldn't control his manipulative kid.  

 Len Cohen responded with a civil suit against Caesars. His daughter didn't join 

the suit: she refused to believe she had a problem. Despite Cohen's palpable anguish, an 

Atlantic County judge ruled that Cohen, acting as his own attorney, had not proved 

Caesars actions had harmed him.



 Following the judge's ruling, a lawyer for Caesars callously blamed Kim Cohen 

for her out-of-control gambling, for lying about her age and name to continue wagering. 

"That's the way the cookie crumbles," crowed Caesars' lawyer. 

 So much for the Cohen's pain and anguish and wrongness of treating a medical 

issue as a law enforcement matter. Caesar's newfound advocacy -- on behalf of 

DiBartolomeo -- strikes Cohen as calculated, but also an overdue and bittersweet 

turnaround.

 "He's valuable to them; Kim wasn't" explained Cohen. "They have a financial 

interest in him. He has a huge opportunity because of his position and standing in the 

gaming community to give legitimacy and standing to this problem. But he's got a lot to 

lose. I don't think he's going to come out full force. If he did that, it would change the 

attitude of the industry.

 "Everyone in this area has a stake in gambling. It effects our entire economy. We 

ignore the suicides of tapped out gamblers from the roofs of casino garages because of 

this. They will keep sweeping it under the rug until they have to climb up it to get to the 

top of the rug.

 "Here's the dirty little secret: to survive at the level they exist at here the casinos 

need compulsive gamblers. It's not just casinos, though, it is the state lottery and all the 

rest. They need gamblers who are obsessed," said Len Cohen, the father of an obsessed 

gambler who needed help and understanding and got only ridicule.

 Sandson, the lawyer whose self-proclaimed poster child client wants to be 

"lighthouse" when it comes to addressing pathological gambling problems, has nothing to 

say about Atlantic City's previous compulsive gambling poster child. 

 Or about the feelings of her still bitter father.
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