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Don Laughlin
By A.D Hopkins — Las Vegas Review Journal
February 7, 1999

The principal was decidedly upset with young Don Laughlin.
“He said to get out of the gambling business or get out of high
school. I couldn’t see what one had to do with the other,” said
Laughlin. “But I could see that I was making more money than
the principal, so I left school.”

And that’s how Laughlin happens to have an eighth-grade edu-
cation and enough money to build a small city, which is named
for him.

In less than 35 years Laughlin, and other gambling entrepre-
neurs following his lead, built the town of Laughlin from a
bankrupt saloon and motel beside the Colorado River, to one of
Nevada’s most important tourist destinations, attracting 4.2 mil-
lion visitors a year.

Presidents Corner
Laughlin was born in Owatonna, 50 miles from Min-

neapolis, and grew up on a farm seven miles from
town. His father was a part-time trucker. “I went to a

country school where all eight grades were in one We're hobine f hi h Fere thi d
T must have graduated from there about 1946 ere hoping for many new things to appen here this year an
room. > N any of you that may have ideas for fundraising or events etc.

the only school I ever graduated from."’ He went to please contact me at 928-219-2582

high school only 4 year, meanwhile building up a Many accomplishments are being made at our beautiful muse-
route of slot machines and punchboards. Then the um. So, whether you're just coming to visit and see all the beau-
principal called him in for that chat. “He’s long gone J tiful sights or coming in to buy something from our retail shop,
and I don’t hold it against him,” said Laughlin. “He [ remember there’s no tax, and all the proceeds go towards our
had strong religious convictions and thought he was § museum. _ o '

doing the right thing.” Over the summer we are hoping to see more visitors, just be-
Most of Minnesota, he notes, did not share those cause of the heat, it doesn't mean you can't visit where it is nice
convictions. Punchboards and slot machines weren’t [ 2nd cool inside.

legal but nobody enforced the law. “Every little bar I would also like to welcome our new Curator, Carla Lucas. Car-

4 rest t had le of slot hi If la is the society’s treasurer and a member of the Collection
an kres aurant had a coupie o Sho mac mﬁs' you B Committee. She has graciously accepted stepping up to this im-
took your car to get it repaired the garage had a cou- portant position.

ple you could'play while you waited.” So hopefully we'll see you soon and whether it's an hour or four
It was not until 1952, after a federal crackdown on ¥ or just a quick visit, the museum holds beautiful and wonderful
illegal gambling, that Minnesota started tightening displays for all to enjoy.

up. Laughlin went to Las Vegas for a vacation, and J§ Take care and see you next month
liked what he saw.
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Happy July Everybody
Hope you had a happy 4th with family and friends.

~Karole
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Laughlin worked in casinos and, about 1954, bought a beer-
and-wine bar at 412 W. Bonanza Road, and, naturally, put in
a few slot machines. “Those were segregated days, but Bo-
nanza was an open street, and part of our business was black,
and white as well. We never had any trouble. Me and my
wife ran it ourselves.”
Only a few months
later, Idaho cracked
down on gambling,
and a refugee operator
from that state offered
$10,000 for his going
operation. “That was
a lot of money then,”
said Laughlin. It rep-
resented a fat profit,
so he took it.

He quickly bought
another bar in North
Las Vegas, the 101
Club on Salt Lake
Highway, got a live
gaming license, and
opened what he said was the only blackjack game in that part
of town.

Four years later, in 1959, he bought land across the street
from the 101 and built a new joint from the ground up, open-
ing Jan 1, 1960, under the same name. “Business tripled
overnight because we had plenty of parking and a nice restau-
rant.” In 1964 he sold that club for $165,000.

He spent the next year or two learning to fly a small plane,
then barnstorming the state looking for a new opportunity. He
found it in 1966 — a bankrupt bar on an unpaved road on the
Colorado River, in an area then known generally as South
Point because it was in the southern corner of the state.
Across the river was Bullhead City, Ariz., a village that had
begun as a supply and support base for construction gangs
building Davis Dam on the Colorado River. Construction
gangs were long gone and Bullhead survived as a laid-back
community of bait shops, bars, and affordable travel-trailer
parks.

“I wanted a place on a state line because I have always
known that a place on a state line gets much higher play than
anywhere else,” Laughlin said in 1988. Out of every 10 peo-
ple who came into his North Las Vegas club, he estimated,
nine might be there to drink, eat or hang out, and only one to
gamble. “On a state line if 10 people come in, you get nine
players and maybe all 10, because being able to gamble is the
reason they come here.”

The highway crossing Davis Dam was not heavily used by
those coming to Nevada to scratch the gambling itch, but that
doorway to Nevada was 25 miles closer to Arizona cities than
Hoover Dam was.

He got the motel and six riverfront acres for $35,000 down,

on a $235,000 total price. Two years later, when
the U.S. Postal Service decided to open a post of-
fice on the Nevada side of the river, it named the
community Laughlin.

There were eight motel rooms when Laughlin
bought it. He and his family lived in four of them,
leaving four to rent to the public. By 1972 he ex-
panded his Riverside Resort to 48 rooms; by 1986
to 660. Today he has 1,400 plus 800 recreational
vehicle spaces. And eight other hotel operators,
seven of them also in the casino business, have
moved into his backyard. There are nearly 11,000
rooms in Laughlin today.

Laughlin’s phenomenal growth is partly related to
the popularity of the nearby Lake Mead National
Recreation Area. The National Park Service resist-
ed efforts by private concessionaires to expand the
few motels and snack bars, thus directing most
recreational business outside the park.

Some of Laughlin’s advantages were pure luck,
but once he drew such fortunate cards, he played
them better than others did.

For instance, many Strip hotels were slow to add
amenities for recreational vehicles, assuming that
couples who drove a car with a built-in kitchen
and bedroom were cheapskates who wouldn’t
gamble. Laughlin saw them as operators of one-
room hotels who handed him all their casino ac-
tion. “Anybody who owns an RV is somebody
with money. We’ve found RV customers spend
just as much money as people who stay in our
rooms,” he said in 1988. He noted RV spaces then
cost about $5,000, while a hotel room would have
cost $50,000.

Cheaper infrastructure became a cornerstone of
Laughlin’s success, said the town’s namesake.
“The prices are cheaper because we’re not in the
high rent district. You can still rent a room for $15
or $20 a night, weekdays,” said Laughlin recently.
“Of course weekends are much more because eve-
rything gets full.”

About 20 percent of the summer crowd, he said, is
directly involved in some water sport. “We have
our own dock and let people tie up boats, jet skis,
and even the occasional float plane there. ...

“In the winter the crowd changes. People in (their)
60s, 70s, 80s. We stay packed with them from No-
vember to May. They’re all gone after 9 or 10 at
night but they’re back first thing in the morning.
“A lot of these stay all winter,” Laughlin added.
“Some of them take jobs, maybe three days a
week, and we hire them if we can.”

Laughlin’s Riverside has ironed in some wrinkles
for each group. For the younger crowd it added a
child care facility, which, in defiance of conven-
tional casino wisdom, makes money.
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And for the older crowd they added afternoon tea dances,
which have validated the conventional wisdom by never mak-
ing a cent. “Dancers don’t give you much action in the casino,”
said Laughlin. But he keeps the program partly because he per-
sonally enjoys ballroom dancing, and usually participates.

The town of Laughlin boomed like a kettle drum through the
1980s and early *90s, then went into a four-year decline from
1995 through 1998. Early figures for 1999 show the trend may
have been reversed.

Laughlin blamed the decline on Indian gaming. “There are
probably about 18 casinos in Arizona and probably 45 or 50 in
California ...

“But that hasn’t been all bad for us. If we’d kept growing as
fast as we were, there would probably be eight or 10 more ho-
tels here.”

The breather
has given Clark
County and

| Bullhead City
governments a
chance to catch
up with prob-
lems caused by
Laughlin’s for-
mer runaway
growth. County
' Commissioner
Bruce Wood-
bury said one
of the main needs is to get the Bureau of Land Management,
which controls most land in the area, to release more for private
development. “If we can get it,  would hope some would be
used for residential development, including affordable housing,
as well as some general commercial development. They don’t
yet have a lot of the amenities that make it a community.”
Housing in Laughlin is too expensive for most casino workers,
who find what they can in Bullhead City.

Don Laughlin has done his part in solving many of those prob-
lems. In one famous incident, he built at his personal cost a
$4.5 million bridge, bypassing the twisting road across Davis
Dam which Laughlin was told had claimed 42 lives in 20 years.
“Down here on a state line you’ve got two fish and game de-
partments, two highway departments, and two of everything
else,” said Laughlin. “It took four and a half years to get the
bridge approved by, I think, 38 different agencies. Only took us
four months to build it.”

He admitted, “Of course, this was a position play on our part.”
He located the bridge a stone’s throw north of his parking lot,
putting his hotel closest to all the traffic that crosses.

Laughlin frankly reveals that such enlightened self-interest was
at the bottom of his philanthropy in buying the Bullhead City
Airport, then bankrolling a complicated land swap enabling
Mohave County, Ariz., to buy public land to make it large
enough for commercial jetliners. Laughlin ended up getting
some of the land around the airport, with great development

potential, and Mohave County ended up getting a
modern airport. But his real bottom line, said
Laughlin, was to head off a movement to build a
new airport somewhere else. He kept it directly
across the river and five minutes from his hotel.
But for all his high-level deals, the town of
Laughlin is no longer a one-man show. “There’s
an active town board with a broad base of citi-
zens,” said Woodbury. “There are people who
work in the power plant, people who work in
small business. I haven’t seen any reluctance on
his part to let the town run itself. He’s a maverick
who has his own ideas and likes to carry them out
without interference. But if somebody else has a
good idea, there’s no jealousy there; he just sees it
as bringing more people to the community and
giving him a chance to get some of them in his
own door.”

Laughlin founded the town’s first bank, but re-
cently sold it. At the age of 68, he explained, he is
trying to wind down. However, he still works
most of two standard shifts a day in his own casi-
no, starting about 10 a.m., taking a siesta in the
early afternoon, then resuming till 3 in the desert
morning. “I don’t have to do that, but I enjoy
working,” he said. “I don’t play golf or bowl or
fish. Don’t even go to many movies, although I
can do it for free since we have our own theaters
here.”

Laughlin’s oldest son, Dan, 46, is general manag-
er of the Riverside. Another son, Ron, 41, has a
restaurant and janitorial supply company head-
quartered in Bullhead City, but serving clients as
far away as Las Vegas. His daughter Erin, 38, re-
cently rejoined the Riverside as a parking valet.
Laughlin is separated from his wife, the former
Betty Jones, but the two remain friendly.

In 1987 the magazine Venture, which specialized
in articles on entrepreneurs, ran a long cover piece
detailing how Laughlin built his empire, and sug-
gesting that the one-man operation would no long-
er be able to compete against the larger bankrolls
of the big corporate competitors from Las Vegas.
Twelve years later, he’s still there, running the
hotel that looks busiest of the nine lining the
riverbank.



EVENTS CALENDAR

No Events are planned over this summer, but keep tuned
in for our upcoming events in the Fall.

Patron Event:

October 22, 2022 - Saturday 1:00pm - 3:00pm
Author of Bullhead City (Images of America) Shirin
McGraham will discuss highlights from her book.

Annual Meeting:
November 14, 2022 - Monday 10:00am - 11:00am

Seeking Donations for Our Collection

We are looking for any artifact that is pertinent to our Tri-
state area. This includes, but is not limited to, photographs,
family histories, military activity, Davis Dam, Native
Americans, steamboats, ranching, fossils, explorers,
highways, historical maps, churches and service clubs,
businesses, and mining.

+ We cannot accept an artifact with stipulations
on it such as it must be displayed in a particular
way or time period.

+ We do not accept loans.

Give us a call at the museum if you have an artifact or
historical item you would like us to consider.

We are actively seeking local historic photographs and
Mohave Valley Daily Newspapers before 2010.

CALL FOR VOLUNTEERS

The Colorado River Historical Society Museum is seeking
volunteers.

If you enjoy history and want to learn more about the area,
the society needs you. This is a chance to meet area visi-
tors from all over the world and form friendships with a
wonderful group of volunteers.

Many of our volunteers are part-time residents and retirees.

Hours are flexible and duties are as easy or challenging as
you would like.
For more information call Karole at
028-219-2582.

COMMITTEES UPDATES

From The Desk of Our Curator:
The Historical Society was fortunate to have
Simon Garcia perform Mojave bird songs and
share his stories during a museum event in April.
Simon also donated to the Historical Society a
Mojave War Club that he made. The club is now
on display at the museum, so if you get a chance
stop by and see it.

~Carla Lucas

Memberships

A big “Shout Out” to our new Patron Members
this past Quarter:

Platinum
Tri-State Community Healthcare Center

Gold
Colorado River Women’s Council
Ron & Carolyn Pennington

Silver
Valley View Medical Center

Business
ChrisEditing, LLC
Colorado River Sales
D’Angelo’s Italian Restaurant
Daniel’s Septic
Hayes Chiropractic

Bronze
Tara Haywood

GIFT SHOP NEWS

These beautiful natural

stone bracelets with a
magnetic clasp are
available in our gift
» A*

shop.

And $10 from each sale
will go to support the
SOS Donkey Haven

sanctuary in Golden
Valley. .

Price: $15.00
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BIOARD OF DIRECTORS

Karole Finkelstein — President
Ralph Patterson — Vice-President
Brenda Warneka — Secretary
Carla Lucas — Treasurer
Laurie Thompson — Director
Robbie Adams — Director

Denise Vallon — Director

Terry Shurte — Director

COLORADO RIVER
HISTORICAL SOCIETY
1239 Highway 95 PO Box 1599
Bullhead City, Arizona Bullhead City, AZ 86430 Mission Statement
Phone: 928-754-3399 The mission of The Colorado River
Email: CRHSmuseum@outlook.com Historical Society shall be to operate a

museum to promote interest and knowledge
concerning the history of the Lower

. Colorado River area, most specifically the
Hours of Operations: Tri-state area.

Tuesday—Saturday 10:00am - 3:00pm
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*EF*MUSEUM FUNDRAISER® ***

Web: coloradoriverhistoricalsociety.org/

The historical society is currently in In the coming months the museum’s Mg
the midst of a fundraising effort, the =~ Fundraising Committee will be using
monies of which will be used for a variety of methods to raise money
construction of the next phase of the  for our building fund. In the mean- ——
museum. This addition will store our  time if you are interested in assisting TH I
archives and collections not present-  us with a donation it would be highly \
ly displayed in the museum. appreciated. Your contribution may k ﬂ PURHOBED
be tax deductible, please confirm 5 {T” PHASE 3

We are required, by contract, to be

completely out of our Davis Dam with your tax consultant.

in there.

site by June of this year. The county It takes a village and we are counting ‘ﬁ

has generously, but only verbally, on you to help us make this a reality. Siam——. 4 B i
extended that date by one year. We \ 1\ et i EX!ST\N%/

are in need of a new home for the ‘ \\W /';“it \ /p—_ s
items that are currently being stored ‘ A ¥, N
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PHASE #2
T-EXISTING

There are multiple shelving units
that hold our collections. The arti-
facts have been cleaned, placed in
storage bins, photographed and en- L
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tered in a data base. _COLORADORIVERHIUSEUM



