
The Father of Indian Casino Gaming

In 2008 Indian gaming generated
revenues in excess of $26.8 billion.

Indian tribes have developed casinos
that rival the best in Las Vegas or
Atlantic City. These facilities employ
thousands of highly trained workers,
are financed by complex schemes,
operate pursuant to sophisticated
internal control standards and are
protected by high-tech security
systems. But how many readers
know the humble origins of this
industry?

The Keweenaw Bay Indian
Community (KBIC) is a small tribe
located on the shores of Lake
Superior in Baraga County,
Michigan. In 1974 KBIC adopted its
first federally approved tribal code.
During the legislative debate, Tribal
Council member Helene Welsh
insisted on adding language that
authorized licensing of casino-style
gaming establishments. FredDakota,
then-Tribal Council President,
viewed this language as little more
than a symbolic exercise of tribal sovereignty. However, he stood
by his longtime friend and her gaming ordinance became
tribal law. Little did he know how important that exercise of
tribal sovereignty would be for him personally, and for all of
Indian Country!

From his first breath, Fred Dakota was a warrior. Born on
June 10, 1937, he arrived two months prematurely in an era
when most “preemies” died, even with the best medical
care. Living in poverty on a remote Indian reservation, all
Fred’s mother could do was place his tiny body in a shoe box
next to the woodstove for warmth. Fred’s survival was no
surprise to KBIC elders. Anishnabe legend has it that a male
child born “with a veil on his head” was destined to do great
things for his people. Fred came into this world with the after-
birth on his head... just like a veil.

Fred landed in a Catholic orphanage and left school early.
He enlisted in the United States Marine Corp and was
honorably discharged. Fred was relocated to Chicago
during the federal termination era, but like most relocated
Indians he returned to the reservation. He landed a good job
with the Pettibone Corporation and honed his interest in
tribal sovereignty.

Fred was a local leader during the 1960s nationwide
resurgence of Native American rights. This caused conflicts
at work and one day his foreman told him to choose between
“that Indian stuff” and his job. Fred never hesitated.
Gathering his tools, he said goodbye to his co-workers and
dedicated his life to promoting tribal sovereignty. He
participated in “hunt-ins” and “fish-ins,” fighting to revive
treaty rights long considered obsolete. Fred’s role in the
successful reassertion of KBIC’s sovereignty and treaty rights
led to his election to the Tribal Council and his service as its
President and CEO from 1970-1982.

In 1983 Fred was in political hot water. Although still the
top vote getter on the reservation, theTribal Council had turned
against him and removed him from the position of President
and CEO. With five children to feed and unemployment
benefits running out, he turned to the gaming ordinance
adopted nine years earlier and obtained a casino license
from the KBIC Tribal Council. At the time other tribes
were conducting gaming operations, such as high stakes
bingo halls and poker rooms, but Fred’s license authorized
him to open the first full-scale casino in Indian Country,
offering blackjack, poker, craps, pull-tabs and video gaming.
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Armed with his gaming license, Fred got to work. For his
first facility, he secured the use of his brother-in-law’s two
car garage. He obtained a small craps table from a friend and
enlisted the aid of another brother-in-law to remodel the
garage and build a blackjack table from scratch. Fred spent
every penny he had, but needed more to complete the casino.
His “financing scheme” consisted of calling a local banker
and asking him to go for a ride. He brought the banker to
his casino, showed him his gaming license, and explained his
idea. That banker had the foresight to believe in Fred and
gave him a $10,000 loan. That allowed Fred to finish the
interior of the garage with chip-board, build a small bar and
purchase gaming supplies, like cards and poker chips, from
a local drugstore.

Fred’s labor force consisted of himself and his then-wife
Sybil. They trained themselves by dealing cards to family and
friends. At one training session there was a dispute over a
blackjack rule, which was resolved by simply calling a
Las Vegas casino. I was recruited to oversee the craps table
because Fred had little understanding of the game. His
“high-tech” security system was a large Doberman pincher
and a loaded .357 Magnum. To avoid counterfeit chips he
periodically spray-painted them different colors. Patrons
were informed that if they failed to cash in their chips each
night, they might find them useless the next day. A bathroom
for women patrons was available at his brother-in-law’s
house next door. The gentlemen were free to use the trees
out back.

On opening night, December 31, 1983, it was standing
room only with people waiting in line for hours. All the major
television networks sent reporters to cover the first Indian
casino. Fred received weekly calls from the Mashantucket
Pequots and other tribes. By the spring of 1984 Fred’s casino
held many more table games and the workforce had increased
to 15, but he needed to expand further to meet demand. Once
again Fred approached the local banker with a plan for a new
casino at a different location. He asked for a $60,000 loan,
but the bank board insisted that he take $100,000. “The
Pines” casino was quickly erected and Fred held a grand
opening on July 4, 1984.

Fred’s casino drew fire from the authorities. The United
States sued him in federal court and after a lengthy legal
battle he lost in the 6th Circuit Court of Appeals and was too
broke to appeal to the U.S. Supreme Court. Ironically, if he
had enough money he could have prevailed since barely a year

later that court decided California v. Cabazon and explicitly
rejected the reasoning relied on by the federal courts that shut
him down.

Fred’s personal loss was a victory for Indian Country.
The federal judge in his case distinguished other decisions
involving high-stakes bingo, pointing out that Fred’s casino
was a private commercial operation rather than a tribal
governmental one. Accordingly, the judge held, “consider-
ations of generalized tribal benefit are not present in the
instant case.” Seizing on that language, the Bay Mills Indian
Community opened the first full-scale tribally owned casino
in the country; KBIC hired Fred’s employees and opened their
own casino; and other tribes followed suit. Indian gaming
exploded nationwide, culminating in the multibillion dollar
industry we see today.

Although Fred Dakota remains a controversial figure
both on and off the KBIC reservation, he serves on the
Tribal Council to this day. His place in history as the “Father
of Indian Casino Gaming” arose out of stark necessity and his
fierce dedication to the sovereign rights of Indian
people. Like themodern day warrior he is, he will continue that
fight until tribal sovereignty is fully restored, or until he draws
his last breath. I should know. After all, he’s my father. �

The Honorable Bradley T. Dakota is Chief Judge for the
Keweenaw Bay Indian Community. He can be reached by
calling (906) 201-1715 or email tcbrad@up.net.
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Fred Dakota by the garage that housed his original casino.


