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Betty Whitehead Willis 

 
At a Glance: 

Born: Overton, Nev., May 20, 1923 

Died: Overton, Nev., April 19, 2015 

Maiden Name: Betty Jane Whitehead 

Race: Caucasian 

Married: Leon Willis, August 15, 1951 

Child: Marjorie Ann Willis 

Primary City/County of Work:  
Las Vegas, Clark County, Nev. 

Major Fields of Work: Graphic design 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Designer of iconic Las Vegas sign won fame but little fortune 

 
When she started working in the arts, teaching dance on the side, and designing 
newspaper ads for Las Vegas shows, Betty Willis probably never thought that eventually 
she would design what has been heralded as the most recognizable sign in the world, 
“Welcome to Fabulous Las Vegas, Nevada.” Or that she’d hardly make a penny off that 
sign’s fame.   

In 1905, Stephen R. and Gertrude Whitehead moved their family of eight children in a 
horse and buggy from the tiny town of Overton, Nev., to the not much bigger town of Las 
Vegas. They built the first two-story house in the town, and Stephen became the first 
elected assessor of Clark County. His youngest child Betty graduated from Las Vegas 
High School and decided to go to the Los Angeles Art Center in Pasadena, Calif., to learn 
more about her chosen field. She also took dance classes in Southern California, and 

Betty Whitehead Willis 
Courtesy the Las Vegas 
Review Journal, 2015 
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when she returned, she opened a small dance studio in a local kindergarten class, as well 
as giving private lessons in “fox trot, waltz, and swing.” She worked as a legal secretary 
and deputy clerk in the 8th Judicial Court of the state of Nevada. 

She married an electrician by the name of Leon Willis in 1951 and had one daughter, 
Marjorie Ann. The marriage didn’t last, and in 1957, she filed paperwork to terminate 
Leon’s parental rights. 

She heard of an opening as a commercial artist at YESCO, a prominent Utah-based sign 
and advertising firm with an office in Las Vegas. She designed newspaper ads for casino 
shows and occasional signage. But when she moved to a company called Western Neon, 
she took an interest in the design of neon signs that were becoming more and more 
prevalent in “Sin City.” She designed signs by hand for many businesses, many of which 
no longer exist: the Blue Angel Motel and the Blue Heaven Bar, the Del Mar Motel, the 
Stardust Casino, the Normandie, the Bow and Arrow Motel, the Riviera, the Moulin Rouge, 
and the Mint casino.  

 

 

 

Images from the internet. Not confirmed that these are the exact signs Betty Willis designed.  
The Stardust and Riviera signs seem too modern. 
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In late 1958, she was approached by salesman and father of Nevada political power 
brokers, Sig Rogich, to design a welcoming sign for the city. She studied other signs 
around Nevada and Southern California for ideas. Up until then, the only such sign in 
southern Nevada was a wooden sign that read “Welcome to Las Vegas, the Gateway to 
the Boulder Dam.” He wanted something much flashier, so she used a diamond, a unique 
shape for a sign, and put it off-center on its supporting poles. She added flashing neon 
lights and silver dollars behind the letters of the word “Welcome,” in honor of Nevada’s 
history and title of the Silver State.  

 

In a later interview with a blogger from the Neon Museum, she said, “They wanted 
something that would identify Las Vegas and be as exciting and welcoming as they could 
get. We put flashing lights, chasing neon, and everything we could to put action into it. 
The whole theme of the sign was to make people feel welcome. I added a Disney star on 
top for happiness and designed a shape that would be unusual. We know the sign would 
be recognizable because of the odd shape.” 

In a different interview with the Las Vegas Review Journal, she said, “In those days, 
everything was done by hand. We laid a shape on tracing paper and made a blueprint. 

The original “Welcome to Fabulous Las Vegas Nevada” sign located at  
5100 Las Vegas Blvd S. since 1959.  From www.vintagelasvegas.com 



NWHP Biography Bety Whitehead Willis Page 4 of 8 

Next, we took a silver pencil and drew a design on black mat board. To make the drawing 
resemble a neon sign, we first took white paint and outlined the lettering where neon went. 
Then we took an airbrush and sprayed color over the white to make it look like it was 
glowing.” 

All that work garnered her only $90 a week in wages, which she remarked was “pretty 
good pay for a girl.” She commented later that most people were surprised to find out a 
woman had designed the sign. “It was a man’s business back then. It wasn’t a woman’s 
field because when you work with neon signs, you have to not only design them, but you 
have to learn the nuts and bolts of how neon, light, and electricity work. You have to learn 
about pressure points and weight and wattage of lamps. You work with engineers as well 
as artists. Most women back then weren’t interested in such technical stuff.” 

The sign was commissioned by the Clark County Commission for $4,000 and put in the 
middle of the road south of the Strip, before there were any buildings out that way. Even 
then, people would stop in the middle of the road and take pictures in front of it as they 
drove into town.  

Neither Willis nor Rogich ever trademarked the sign’s design, saying it was their gift to 
the city. In retirement, she joked, “I guess it would have been nice to have had the money, 
especially now that I’m an old geezer.” To which Rogich replied, “At just 10 cents a picture, 
we could have retired.”  

The sign was eventually surrounded by buildings, including a small motel owned by John 
Woodrum. By the 1970s, it was not even lit up, as neon started to fade in popularity. But 
Woodrum himself ran a power line to it and turned it back on. People still stopped in the 
middle of the road to take pictures with it. So many, eventually, that the county finally 
decided to move the sign and build a large parking lot around it. There was some talk of 
taking it down at one point, but local outcry put that to rest.  

Not long after the sign went up, 
Western Neon was bought out by 
YESCO, unbeknownst to Betty, who 
was suddenly out of a job. She went 
to work for a company called Ad-Art, 
where she stayed for years. She 
continued working well into her 70s, 
joking, “If I win Megabucks, I’ll retire. 
But one thing seems certain…my 
sign will outlast me.” 

And it did. In the 1960s, it began 
appearing as the unofficial city logo, 
used on the cover of the phone 
book, in TV shows, music videos, 
and it got its big screen debut in a 
thriller called “The Velvet Trap.”  It 
was featured on a week of “Wheel 
of Fortune” television game show 

Betty Willis in 2004. Photo by Jim Wilson of the 
New York Times, April 22, 2015. 
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episodes. It’s been on a McDonald’s cup. It’s in the National Register of Historic Places. 
It was put on a Nevada license plate, with the proceeds going to charity, which made 
many millions of dollars for cultural and historical programs in Las Vegas. A small version 
of it was made and sold in local stores, with 5% of the proceeds going to cancer research. 
Slightly different versions of it can now be found in the Harry Reid (formerly McCarran) 
Airport and on the Boulder Highway. Willis tried to keep a scrapbook of its many adapted 
uses, but it became overwhelming, as were the “constant requests for me to take pictures 
in front of the sign with showgirls or something.”   

The only money Willis made off the design came when she sold limited edition prints of a 
photo that she’d signed, and when she and her daughter sold silk-screened T-shirts with 
the design. 

Willis volunteered her time to put on many presentations to arts organizations and cultural 
groups on her art and her design work. She was honored by the Las Vegas Centennial 
Committee at the S2 Art Center in downtown Las Vegas at its “50 Years of Fabulous Neon” 
celebration, where she called it “The little sign that could.” 

 

When members of the Nevada National Guard were in Kuwait, they recreated the 
Welcome sign for their camp and sent her a photo. She met them at Nellis Air Force Base 
when they returned from active duty.  

In 2001, she moved back to Overton to work on a book, The Woman Behind the Sign, 
which was never published. 

 

Betty Willis with showgirls, at the “50 Years of 
Fabulous Neon” Bill Hanapple photo exhibit. 

From the Las Vegas Sun, photo by Bob Brye,  
Las Vegas  News Bureau 
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In April 2015, she passed away in her hometown, the last 
of her siblings to do so. She leaves behind her daughter 
Marjorie Holland and a few grandchildren. She is buried 
in Overton, Nev. at Pioneer Hill Cemetery, in Moapa 
Valley. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Researched by Patty Bernard and written by Kitty Falcone 
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