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WINTERIN THE SUN

PALM SPRINGS LOOSENS UP

It'’s still a mecca for golfers, but this desert oasis looks younger these days, with hip hotels and trendy restaurants

TR



By BERNARD WEINRAUB

ILL KLEINDIENST,

the exuberant mayor of

Palm Springs, sat in his

corner office of City

Hall on East Tahquitz.
The building — with its fiberglass panels
and corrugated metal roof and sand-blasted
concrete block — was designed by Albert
Frey, one of several renowned modernist
architects whose houses and hotels are com-
ing back in favor in the desert city. Outside,
passenger jets dip slowly from the cloudless
sky down to the newly expanded Palm
Springs International Airport.

“Palm Springs used to be known as ‘God’s
waiting room.” You came here to retire and,
well, recreate,” said Mr. Kleindienst, a 48-
year-old city official. “We’ve made a con-
certed effort to broaden our base to make
sure everyone can enjoy Palm Springs —
single or married, family or divorced, gay
or straight, black or white. It’s no longer
just for the traditional wealthy.”

A few miles away at the trendy Mediter-
ranean-style Korakia Pensione, a group of
private homes converted into a 27-room
hotel, Douglas Smith, the owner, pointed out
the various sites used for fashion shoots and
nodded to an MTV crew. ‘“Bloomingdale’s
just left,” said Mr. Smith, who bought the
property in the Tennis Club district of the
newly gentrified Palm Springs in 1989.
Three years later, he opened it as a hotel.
The actresses Natalie Portman and Ju-
lianna Margulies had been recent weekend
guests, as well as such stylish types as Tom
Ford and Donatella Versace, the designers;
Annie Leibovitz, the photographer; K.D.
Lang, the singer; the actress Susan Saran-
don; and one of the Dalai Lama’s top associ-
ates with 11 monks. In short, it’s not the kind
of place where the traditional Palm Beach
resident would feel comfortable.

“The town isn’t necessarily hip,” said Mr.
Smith, ““but there’s certainly a quirky ener-
gy here. It’s a weird place. Don’t forget you
once had Sonny Bono as Mayor. Liberace
had a house here. You go to a club and
there’s a model from New York, a physician
from Dallas, a lady in a tilted wig, some
photographers from Europe and a Barry
Manilow look-alike playing the piano.
There's a live-and-let-live attitude that’s
part of the appeal. And don’t forget you’re in
the desert: it’s beautiful.”

BERNARD WEINRAUB }'eports on enter-
tainment for The New York Times in Los
Angeles.



Hip hotels — most of them small and
kitschy — are booming all over Palm
Springs, a sign that the city of more than
48,000 is in the midst of a resurgence that
recalls the 1940’s. At the time, the town, with
its aura of seediness, even decadence, be-
came a haven for movie stars like Frank
Sinatra, Bob Hope, Dinah Shore, Lucille Ball
and Desi Arnaz and Bing Crosby, as well as
such moguls as Darryl F. Zanuck, once they
could put air-conditioning in their walled
compounds. Earlier the Palm Springs Rac-
quet Club, built by Charles Farrell and
Ralph Bellamy in 1932 for the Hollywood
crowd, served as a favorite hangout. (The
club was also created to counter the restric-
tive code of top Palm Springs hotels that
barred Jews and blacks.)

By the 1970’s and 80’s, the town’s center,
Palm Canyon Drive, had turned bleak and
was cluttered with cheap restaurants and T-

shirt shops. Many hotels were in disrepair.
And newcomers and tourists were driving to
the other towns in the Coachella Valley like
Palm Desert, Rancho Mirage, Indian Wells,
Coachella, Desert Hot Springs, Indian Wells,
Indio, La Quinta and Cathedral City. (At
Desert Memorial Park in Cathedral City
there is a small gravestone lying flat on the
ground that reads: ‘“The Best Is Yet to
Come. Francis Albert Sinatra, 1915 to 1998.”
Although outsiders often view these towns
as part of Palm Springs, they’re not. The
newer towns are separate entities. But the
weak real estate market and shaky tourism
of that time proved, in some ways, fortu-
itous for the future of Palm Springs.

While many American cities in the 1970’s
and 80’s were in the grip of urban renewal
and bulldozing their recent past, Palm
Springs had neither the money nor the de-
sire to send wreckers into its neighborhoods.




The result is that dozens of homes by the
underappreciated and highly prolific Mr.
Frey, who designed about 200 projects in
Palm Springs, as well as such modernist
architects as Richard Neutra and Rudolf
Schindler, were left unscathed. These
houses and others were picked up relatively
cheaply by buyers, many from Los Angeles,
107 miles away, to restore as second homes
or, in a few cases, to turn into hotels.

The newer hotels are a mixed lot. Perhaps
the most elegant (and expensive) is The
Willows, with just eight rooms, near the
center of town. The Italianate-Mediterra-
nean-style villa, at the foot of the San Jacin-
to Mountains, was once the home of Samuel
Untermyer, an affluent lawyer from New
York, who built the mansion in 1927. Marion
Davies later lived there. Albert Einstein, a
friend of Mr. Untermyer’s, was a house
guest. Clark Gable visited on his honeymoon
with Carole Lombard. By the 1980’s, the
house had become a shambles.

Fade in to 1994: Two young emergency
room doctors from Los Angeles, Tracy Con-
rad and her husband, Paul Marut, on a
vacation in Palm Springs, saw the mansion
for sale. “It was pretty much in a state of
disrepair and we thought we could restore
the house — we love architecture and de-
sign,” said Ms. Conrad. “It was way too big
to live in. We thought we could make it a
bed-and-breakfast. We were complete neo-
phytes. We probably wouldn’t have done it
had we known. It was more expensive than
medical school by far.”

The result is a meticulously restored
B & B with polished red-oak floors and dis-
tinctive rooms that are quite opulent, 1930’s-
style. One room, The Library, where Gable
and Lombard stayed, includes a carved
cherry fireplace, a private patio and a silver
chandelier in the bathroom. The Einstein
Room, where the great scientist stayed,
includes Art Deco inlaid mahogany furnish-
ings and a patio with French doors.

“When we first bought the house people
thought we were nuts,” recalled Ms. Conrad.
“The recession hit this town hard. But now
real estate has gone nuts here. Palm
Springs is the Hamptons of Los Angeles.”

Only a few miles away on North Indian
Canyon Drive, visitors seeking retro, 50’s-
style hotels (complete with Princess
phones) would be welcomed at Ballantine’s
as well as Ballantine’s Movie Colony.
Opened last February, Ballantine’s is one of
the first hotels in Palm Springs to embrace
kitsch and midcentury modernism. The 14
rooms, many quite small, as well as suites,
are filled with period furniture by Eames,
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