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Richard Milanovich, chairman of Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians, 

dies at 69 

By Phil Willon, Published: March 13, 2012 

Richard Milanovich, who as chairman of the Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians helped to 

usher in a new age of wealth and political muscle for many Native Americans through the 

expansion of tribal casinos in California, died March 11 at a hospital in Rancho Mirage, Calif. 

He was 69 and had cancer. 

During Mr. Milanovich’s nearly three decades as chairman, the Agua Caliente tribe rose from a 

harsh desert existence to the glitz and riches that accompany casino-fed wealth. The 

transformation coincided with the rebirth of Palm Springs, home to one of the tribe’s two posh 

casino resorts and large swaths of tribal land, and economic gains across the checkerboard 

reservations in the Coachella Valley. 

 “Richard never forgot where we came from and how difficult it was for all of us before 

gaming,” said Lynn Valbuena, vice chairwoman of the San Manuel Band of Serrano Mission 

Indians. “He worked very hard to get his tribe on its feet and do very well, and he did the same 

for many other tribes in California.” 

Mr. Milanovich, a familiar face in Washington, Sacramento and local city halls, earned a 

reputation as an accommodating and outspoken leader. 

Under his tenure, the Agua Caliente tribe became one of the first California tribes to abide by 

many local land-use restrictions, even when building on their sovereign lands. Mr. Milanovich 

was just as quick to confront. During a heated campaign to unionize the tribe’s casinos in 2003, 

he called a priest protesting in front of tribal headquarters a “common thug.” 

The Agua Caliente tribe poured more than $49 million into California political campaigns from 

2000 to 2010, enough for the California Fair Political Practices Commission to label the tribe as 

one of the top 10 “wealthy special interests” in the state. 

The vast majority of the money supported ballot measures to expand gambling, including more 

than $20 million for four propositions in 2008 that allowed four tribes to add thousands of new 

slot machines, including Agua Caliente’s casinos in Palm Springs and Rancho Mirage. 
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Mr. Milanovich, one of the few Republicans leading a California tribe, believed that the 

money that gambling provided would allow Native Americans to take their “rightful place” 

on the political stage and give members the ability to pursue the hopes and dreams that 

had been imprisoned on impoverished reservations for generations. 

But he never saw casino profits as a panacea. 

“It’s not our end goal,” Mr. Milanovich told the Los Angeles Times in 1990. “We know 

gaming won’t last. The laws will change at some point. But it’s a means to an end. It has 

brought us sorely needed revenue which has allowed us to diversify even more, so the 

future of the tribe is secure. 

“But that doesn’t mean that tribal members should simply get more money” as casino 

profits rise. “They will still have to become viable, working members of society.” 

Mr. Milanovich challenged tribal members to look beyond comfortable lifestyles, 

professing the values of a strong work ethic and the need to give back to the community. 

The son of a steelworker of Yugoslavian descent, Mr. Milanovich was born Dec. 4, 1942, shortly 

after his father was shipped overseas with the Army in World War II. 

After his parents divorced, he was raised by his mother, LaVerne Saubel, a member of an Agua 

Caliente all-female tribal council that persuaded Congress in 1957 to pass legislation allowing 

the tribe to govern itself. 

Mr. Milanovich joined the Army at 17 and then returned to Los Angeles, where, among other 

things, he sold vacuum cleaners and encyclopedias door to door. He first joined the tribal council 

at age 35. 

In 1992, as tribal chairman, Mr. Milanovich persuaded the tribal council to buy the decrepit Spa 

Hotel in downtown Palm Springs, which a developer had built on leased reservation land three 

decades before. 

The wisdom of that purchase wasn’t fully realized until a few years later, when a growing 

number of tribes in California were opening casinos without state or federal permission, and 

making a bundle. 

In 1995, the tribe opened what is now the Spa Casino Resort and, six years later, the Agua 

Caliente Casino in Rancho Mirage. 

Survivors include his wife, Melissa; and six children. 

 


