Built for

His TIME.

Through decades of persistence and innovation, Richard M. Milanovich
helped transform the Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians into a
national model of a modern-day tribal government.

BY TRAVIS ARMSTRONG

THE ME YAH WHAE LEADERSHIP series, now in its 12th installment, tells the stories of Tribal leaders
who have served the Agua Caliente people since time immemorial, from the first societal roles that governed

traditional Cahuilla life and the early 19th-century ventures of Chief Cabezén and Juan Antonio to Manuel Largo
and Captain Andreas, who fought to protect Tribal land during California’s early years of statehood. We've

examined the inspiring stories of Chief Cabezén's son, Gervasio, and Juan Andreas during the establishment

of Indian reservations, and we've met the four men—Pedro Chino, Alejo Patencio, John Joseph Andreas, and
Marcus Belardo—who protected Tribal sovereignty at the turn of the 20th century. We've looked back at the

granting of U.S. citizenship to Native Americans in 1924 and the role Francisco Patencio played during that time,

as well as the rise of Palm Springs as a Hollywood getaway in the 1930s and '40s. Most recently, we chronicled
the contributions of the all-women Agua Caliente Tribal Council, the first of its kind in U.S. history, and signifcant

leaders who followed.

SINCE TIME IMMEMORIAL,
the Cahuilla people have lived
in and stewarded the desert and
mountain lands in the geographic
center of Southern California.
Ancient trails from the Colorado
River to the Pacific Ocean crossed
through their territory, eventually
giving way to European explorers
and settlers, stagecoach routes
and the Pony Express, and
railroad tracks and highways.
California statehood in the
mid-1800s ushered in a dark
period of laws designed to stamp
out tribal cultures, languages and,
often, Native people themselves.
Smallpox and measles epidemics
killed entire families and emptied
villages. Federal policies—even
in the last century—fluctuated
from aiming to terminate tribal
governments to promoting self-
determination, depending on
the whims of those in control in

Washington, D.C. Most Native
Americans across the United
States did not receive full U.S.
citizenship and the right to vote
until the Snyder Act of 1924.

Cahuilla society has proven
dynamic enough to both survive
and thrive through ever-changing
times, and despite the hardships
and challenges thrown at them,
they endured as a people,
united by purpose, traditions,
beliefs, and family relationships.
Lineages in the Palm Springs
area came together to form the
modern-day Agua Caliente Band
of Cahuilla Indians, one of nine
Cahuilla bands that are federally
recognized tribes today.

Culture, tradition, and
innovation form part of the
Cahuilla’s continuing history. But
50, too, do the leaders chosen
to guide the Agua Caliente
people through these many

different eras. The Agua Caliente
story is one of leaders rising to
the occasion, and one cannot
consider the final decades of the
20th century without reflecting on
the contributions made by Richard
M. Milanovich, who, like so many
Agua Caliente leaders before him,
seemed destined to lead.

Milanovich served as Tribal
Chairman of the Agua Caliente
Band of Cahuilla Indians from
1984 until his death in 2012 and
knew the value of long-term goals
and the persistence required
to achieve them; he helped the
Agua Caliente become one of
the premier tribal governments
in the country, known for its self-
sufficiency, entrepreneurship,
and economic and community
development.

By Milanovich's time, the
Agua Caliente had already made
significant progress toward

solidifying the Tribe’s future.
Previous leaders, for instance, had
secured the ability to lease Tribal
land held in trust by the federal
government for up to 99 years,
giving the Tribe and its members
the ability to enter into more long-
lasting business arrangements than
short-term leases could offer. Past
leaders had also fought efforts by
federal and local officials to break
up communal Tribal landholdings
to the point that the Tribe may
cease to exist, all of which helped
lay the foundation for what was

to come.

PALM SPRINGS ROOTS
Born in Banning, California, in
1942, Richard M. Milanovich spent
much of his early youth in an area
of Palm Springs known as Section
14, a square-mile parcel of the
Agua Caliente Indian Reservation
located in the heart of downtown.
Many other Agua Caliente leaders
also had family property here,
sometimes growing up in the
dilapidated housing common in
the early to mid-1900s. Milanovich
often joked that he lived in a house
the size of a cracker box, but when
he would tell people the size of his
family’s home, he'd be told actual
cracker boxes were bigger.
Nearby, the Tribe operated a
commercial bathhouse for many
decades at the site of the Agua
Caliente Hot Mineral Spring, which
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