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In the early 1990s Colorado voters allowed legalized gambling in Cripple Creek. The same decision was 

made for the mining towns of Central City and Black Hawk just west of Denver. As a result, all three 

areas were revitalized from nearly ghost-town status to meccas of casino and tourist attractions. 

 

But gambling is a two-edged sword. Most of the historic buildings in Cripple Creek are now occupied by 

casinos. And even though they contribute revenues and employment opportunities in the area, some say 

that gambling has ruined the old mining camp; that it could have rebounded on its own in time. Whatever 

the reality, the heyday and mining boom are gone and the small community that remains (1500 residents 

according to Wikipedia; 1100 as of the 2000 census) now contends with a casino on every corner along 

Bennett Avenue – and in most of the store fronts in between (see picture below right). 

 

The irony is that gambling has always been an element of society in the Ute Pass area since the time of 

the “World’s Greatest Gold Camp.” State voters just ratified and legalized an activity that had been going 

on since miners and cowboys had money. Gaming was normal and accepted in the west, illegal or legal, 

and that was as true in Cripple Creek and the other mining towns of Colorado as it was in Dodge City, 

Abilene, Deadwood or anywhere “west of the Pecos.” 

 

Whether or not gambling was considered strictly lawful or unlawful, it was tolerated in earlier days. In 

1951, the Woodland Park Times printed a nostalgic story that remembered April 4, 1902 was “gambler’s 

day” in the district court (apparently in Cripple Creek, the county seat). According to the news article, 

thirty-nine defendants were tried for illegal gambling that day, found guilty and given suspended sen-

tences on promises to “be good.” Gambling was a part of life back then and it seemed to matter little that 

the businessmen at the turn of the century pleaded guilty to allowing games of chance in their places of 

business. Court costs were collected from the men, so probably what mattered more was that the court 

saw a cash customer that could be periodically “regulated” through the legal system. 

Pikes Peak and meadow in Fall just north of Divide - photo by D. Martinek  
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Gambling in the Ute Pass area 

Casinos along Bennett Avenue in Cripple Creek, Colorado 

Source:  Colorado Casinos, Cripple-creekcolorado.com 

       Cripple Creek wasn’t the only haven for gaming operations. There are still folks around who remember a 

decade-long illegal gambling era in Woodland Park in the 1940s and 50s. Local mature residents reminisce about the Thunderbird Inn up on Ram-

part Range Road (not to be confused with a current bar by that name in Florissant), where the food was excellent and the “activity” in the building 

along side “bustling.” One elderly lady described guard towers around the building, apparently to alert the owners and players of approaching law 

enforcement. There were other places where gambling occurred, according to local testimony – the site where the old library stood was one. 

A nationwide crackdown on gambling in the early 1950s brought an end to at 

least three large gambling establishments in Woodland Park after nearly ten 

years of quiet operation. Residents said that no one objected to the games ex-

cept the government and the Denver Post. They felt the games were legitimate 

entertainment and the food was top-notch. Nevertheless, gambling was brought 

to a screeching halt after that and more or less didn’t reappear until the State of 

Colorado reconsidered the vice as a viable alternative for preserving dying 

towns like Cripple Creek. 

 

So, as you visit the historic villages and mining towns of Teller County today, 

i.e., Florissant, Cripple Creek, Victor and Divide, or stole through the growing 

city of Woodland Park, remember that in times before, these places were west-

ern mining and railroad towns where a variety of vices existed, whether openly 

or not. And the legacy of those wild and wooly days still influences an underly-

ing independent atmosphere and spirit that, through the years, has mellowed 

into a region and a community that is one of the most interesting places to live 

and work in our nation.  - DM 

Source:  USGenWeb Archives, Teller County, CO  


