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Although glittering Las Vegas may 
be the first place that comes to mind 
when people think of casinos, there 
are opportunities to gamble in just 
about every corner of the US. Over 
the last few decades, gaming has 
grown into a multi-billion-dollar 
industry that includes everything 
from riverboat and racetrack casinos 
to gaming operations on Native 
American tribal lands. The only 
two US states without any legalized 
gambling of any kind are Utah and 
Hawaii, but the other 48 states will 
find a way to make your spirits (and 
pockets) lighter.

A potted history
The modern US gaming industry was 
born in 1931, when Nevada officially 
legalized casino gaming. In 1947, 
mobster Bugsy Siegel opened the 
Flamingo (3555 Las Vegas Boulevard 
South, Las Vegas, NV; tel: 888-902-
9929; www.flamingolasvegas.com) in 
Las Vegas, setting off that city’s trans-
formation into a gambling mecca. 

The industry grew quickly, despite 
concerns about criminal influence, 
as more people discovered the flash-
ing lights and hypnotic daze that a 
day of gambling involves. In the late 
1960s, billionaire Howard Hughes 
purchased several casino properties in 

Nevada, signaling that there was legal 
and legitimate money to be made in 
this desert locale. A new era of casino 
resorts dawned in 1989 with the open-
ing of the Mirage Hotel and Casino 
Resort (3400 Las Vegas Boulevard 
South, Las Vegas, NV; tel: 702-791-
7111; www.mirage.com). 

New Jersey was the second state to 
legalize casino gaming, and opened 
its first casino in Atlantic City in 

Gambling
Drop in a coin, say a prayer, and pull the lever. The wheels begin to spin. 
One by one, they come to a stop, and suddenly a siren clangs. Coins 
come tumbling out in a mad rush. it’s every gambler’s dream: winning 
the jackpot. The United States abounds with places to test your luck, 
and, even if you don’t win big, you’re bound to have a good time trying.

Waitstaff, bellhops, and dealers in casinos 
depend heavily on tips to make a living
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1978, turning the Jersey shore into the 
gambling capital of the East Coast. 
Currently, the charms of Atlantic City 
sparkle the brightest at The Borgata 
(1 Borgata Way, Atlantic City, NJ; tel: 
609-317-1000; www.theborgata.com). 

Gambling cities
The biggest gambling destination of 
them all, Las Vegas, needs little intro-
duction. From the glitzy casinos of 
the Las Vegas Strip to the less flashy 
establishments scattered through-
out other parts of the city, Las Vegas 
thrives on the ringing slot machines 
and spinning roulette wheels.

Exploring the themed casinos is 
an adventure in itself. Walking the 
Las Vegas Strip is like meandering 
through a make-believe microcosm of 
the world. There are gondolas plying 
indoor canals through The Venetian 
(3355 Las Vegas Boulevard South, 
Las Vegas, NV; tel: 702-414-1000; 
www.venetian.com), and Egyptian 
landmarks at Luxor (3900 Las Vegas 
Boulevard South, Las Vegas, NV; tel: 
702-262-4444; www.luxor.com). 

Steps from the Eiffel Tower replica 
at Paris (3655 Las Vegas Boulevard 
South, Las Vegas, NV; tel: 702-946-
7000; www.parislasvegas.com) you’ll 
find New York, New York (3790 
Las Vegas Boulevard South, Las 
Vegas, NV; tel: 1-800-689-1797; www.
newyorknewyork.com), with copies 
of the Brooklyn Bridge and Coney 
Island roller-coaster. Pirates battle 
at Treasure Island (3300 Las Vegas 
Boulevard South; Las Vegas, NV; tel: 
702-894-7111; www.treasureisland.
com) and knights joust at Excalibur’s 
medieval-style castle (3850 Las Vegas 

Boulevard South, Las Vegas, NV; tel: 
702-597-7777; www.excalibur.com), 
while at Circus Circus (2880 Las 
Vegas Boulevard South, Las Vegas, NV; 
tel: 702-734-0410; www.circuscircus.
com) trapeze artists and acrobats 
perform dazzling feats of skill and 
agility. At the Bellagio (600 Las Vegas 
Boulevard South, Las Vegas, NV; tel: 
888-987-6667; www.bellagio.com), the 
fountain-and-light shows captivate 
audiences on a nightly basis.

Roughly 450 miles (724km) to the 
northwest, Reno, Nevada, is often 
called the ‘Biggest Little City in the 
World.’ More laid-back than Las Vegas, 
Reno has a lingering feeling of the 
old West and a passion for outdoor 
activities, making it a good option 
for families. In addition to the table 
games and slot machines, there are 
also entertainment and dining oppor-
tunities similar to those in Las Vegas, 
but with rather less glitz. 

Fortunes are made or lost on the flip of a card
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Indian casinos
Considered sovereign entities under 
US law, Native American tribes are 
permitted to operate casinos on 
their land, even in states where gam-
bling is otherwise illegal. According 
to the 2010 American Gaming 
Association (AGA) Survey of Casino 
Entertainment, 233 tribes in 29 states 
operate 456 Indian gaming facili-
ties, most of them full-scale casinos. 
Nearly a quarter of these are in 
Oklahoma. Indian gaming, as it is 
commonly known, is also widespread 
in California, Minnesota, Washington, 
Wisconsin, Arizona, and New Mexico. 

Milwaukee, Wisconsin, is home to 
the largest Native American casino of 
them all: Potawatomi Bingo Casino 
(1721 West Canal Street, Milwaukee, 
WI; tel: 800-729-7244; www.paysbig.
com). It boasts 3,100 slot machines, 
plus blackjack, craps, roulette, poker, 
baccarat, bingo, and off-track race 
betting. San Diego, California, has 
the largest concentration of Native 
American tribes in the country and 
a correspondingly high number of 
casinos. California’s largest are the 
Pechanga Resort & Casino (45000 
Pechanga Parkway, Temecula CA; tel: 
951-693-1819; www.pechanga.com), 
and the ranch-style Barona Resort 
and Casino (1932 Wildcat Canyon 
Road, Lakeside, CA; tel: 619-443-2300; 
www.barona.com).

In eastern and southern states, 
where casinos are few and far 
between, gamblers and tourists travel 
substantial distances to establishments 
such as Florida’s Seminole-owned 
Hard Rock Casino (1 Seminole Way, 
Hollywood, FL; tel: 866-502-7529; 

www.seminolehardrockhollywood.
com) or Connecticut’s Foxwoods 
Resort Casino (350 Trolley Line 
Boulevard, Mashantucket, CT; tel: 
800-369-9663; www.foxwoods.com), 
owned by the Mashantucket Pequot 
tribe, and Mohegan Sun (1 Mohegan 
Sun Boulevard, Uncasville, CT; tel: 
888-226-7711; www.mohegansun.
com), owned by the Mohegan tribe.

Colorado mountain towns
In 1859, prospectors struck gold in 
the mountains of Colorado, setting off 
a gold rush that lasted until the mid-
1860s. These days, there’s a new kind 
of gold-seeker coming to these hills, 
drawn by the limited-stakes gambling 
that was made legal in three historic 
communities in 1991.

The Venetian in las Vegas mirrors the City of 
Bridges, with canals and gondoliers
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Once known as the ‘richest square 
mile on Earth,’ two of the towns, 
Black Hawk and Central City, are 
located just a mile (1.6km) apart, 
about 34 miles (55km) west of 
Denver. With 21 casinos, Black Hawk 
is the  booming capital of Colorado 
gaming. Here you’ll find large, flashy 
casinos  reminiscent of Las Vegas, with 
plenty of card tables and hundreds of 
slots and video poker – nearly 1,400 
of them in the largest casino, the 
tropical-themed Isle of Capri (401 
Main Street, Black Hawk, CO; tel: 
303-998-7777; http://black-hawk.isleof 
capri casinos.com). 

Central City is much quieter, with 
five casinos that are generally less 
crowded and more intimate than those 
down the road. The Doc Holliday 
Casino (131 Main Street, Central City, 
CO; tel: 303-582-1400; www.dochol-
lidaycasino.net) is full of charm, even 
though it’s not historic. If you need 
a break from the tables, Central City 
also hosts an abundance of music 
and arts events. The world-famous 
Central City Opera (124 Eureka 
Street, Central City, CO; tel: 303-292-

 6700;  www.central city opera.org) is a 
great treat in the summer months.

Cripple Creek, 48 miles (77km) 
southwest of Colorado Springs, was 
once called the World’s Greatest Gold 
Camp. Saloons and historic buildings 
from the 19th century line the streets, 
and a narrow-gauge railroad takes visi-
tors into gold-mining country. There 

The Famous Bonanza Casino in Colorado’s 
Central City maintains an historic front

Although it’s often the hope of a big pay-
out that lures people in, casino games 
are by no means the only draw. Dining 
and entertainment have also become key 
parts of the casino experience. larger 
establishments typically offer an array 
of dining establishments, many of them 
world class. 

if quantity is as important as quality, 
the all-you-can-eat buffets of las Vegas 
and beyond are a good option, though 

the standard certainly varies from one 
place to another. The most popular 
buffets on the Strip include those at 
the Bellagio (tel: 702-693-7111; www.
bellagio.com), Paris (tel: 702-946-7000 
www.parislasvegas.com), Rio (www.rio 
las vegas.com), and Wynn (tel: 702-770-
7000; www.wynnlasvegas.com). You’ll 
find less expensive buffets at off-Strip 
hotels. elsewhere in the country, casinos 
generally have at least one restaurant. 

Beyond gambling: entertainment and dining
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are 16 casinos here, and entertainment 
includes the fifth-oldest opera com-
pany in the United States.

Racetrack casinos
The traditional style of racetrack 
 betting, in which winners divide the 
total amount bet in proportion to the 
amount wagered, is known as pari-
mutuel gaming. You’ll find this sort 
of gambling in many states,  including 
some that don’t have any other 
gaming operations. Betting ranges 
from horse racing to greyhound 
racing to jai alai. Only seven states – 
Alaska, Georgia, Hawaii, Mississippi, 
North Carolina, South Carolina, and 
Utah – do not allow some form of 
pari-mutuel betting.

Slot machines were invented by a San 
Franciscan mechanic in the late 19th century

An increasing number of states, tribes, and 
communities have jumped on the casino 
bandwagon, recognizing the potential for 
tax revenues and other income to fund 
social programs, create jobs, and stimulate 
local economies. in 2009, states and 
communities earned nearly $5.59 billion 
in direct gaming taxes on commercial 
casinos. Gambling revenue funds youth 
programs, education, infrastructure, historic 
preservation, property tax relief, and health-
care services, among other programs.

in Connecticut, each of the state’s 169 
municipalities receives a portion of the 
revenue from slot machines, which is used 
to fund everything from nursing homes to 
schools to public-safety programs.

Atlantic City gambling laws require 
casinos to reinvest 1.5 percent of 
their profits into new Jersey economic 
development and community programs 

including infrastructure, neighborhood 
revitalization efforts, and social services.

in iowa, a small portion of the state’s 
gaming-tax revenue goes to special 
foundations in each of the counties 
without commercial casinos. A quarter of 
these funds must be kept in a permanent 
endowment, while the remaining 75 
percent is given to local charitable projects.

revenue from native American 
casinos is mostly used for tribal economic 
development and community programs. 
However, there is some debate about the 
effectiveness of indian Gaming, as many 
tribal lands are far from cities or tourist 
attractions, making it hard for indian-
run casinos to attract players. For the 
few successful tribes (such as Florida’s 
Seminole, who run Tampa’s Seminole Hard 
rock Hotel and Casino), there are dozens of 
others left with little to show for their efforts.

Gambling revenue for good causes
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More recently, an increasing 
number of states have opened 
racetrack casinos, which combine 
pari-mutuel betting with casino 
gaming (typically slot machines only). 
The first ‘racino’ opened in Rhode 
Island in 1992. Empire City (810 
Yonkers Avenue, Yonkers, NY; tel: 914-
968-4200; www.yonkersraceway.com), 
just north of New York City, is the top 
racetrack casino market in the US. 

Ways to play
Slot machines are by far the most 
popular form of gambling, so it’s 
not surprising that you’ll find more 
electronic games than anything else 
in casinos across the US. In fact, there 
are nearly 833,000 electronic gaming 
machines scattered throughout the 
country. Well over a third of these 
are located in three states: Nevada, 
California, and Oklahoma. 

Still, it’s not all about one-armed 
bandits and video poker. Many 
 casinos offer a variety of table games, 
with blackjack by far the most 
 popular. Poker – varieties include 
Crazy 4, Pai Gow (or double-hand) 
poker, Let It Ride Stud, 3-Card, and 
Texas Hold ’em – comes in second, 
followed by roulette and craps. You’re 
also likely to find baccarat, Casino 
War, and Big Six. In some places you’ll 
also find off-track race betting or 
 betting on other sporting events.

Casinos are specially designed to 
keep you gambling. There are often 
no clocks and no windows anywhere 
on the gaming floor, so it’s easy to 

lose track of time. The buildings are 
 deliberately maze-like, making it 
hard to find the exit (or the cashier, 
to retrieve your winnings). Machines 
ring constantly, calling to you to 
wager your money. Even the garish 
carpets are designed to keep gamblers 
alert and playing. 

In Las Vegas, casino designers are 
experienced at manipulating gamblers 
on the most subtle level: each casino 
on the Strip has a custom-designed 
scent. Researchers have suggested that 
the nose can remember smells and 
bring back memories more effectively 
than sight or sound, so the casinos 
are hoping visitors will remember the 
smell of success and return to play 
another day. 

In the end, no matter what type 
of gaming establishment you visit 
or what game you choose to play, 
the key is to have fun and gamble 
responsibly. It’s wise to set a daily 
limit and keep track of your losses, 
because everything in a casino is 
designed to keep you  gambling away 
your hard-earned money.

popular table games include blackjack, 
poker, roulette, and craps
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