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  CHAPTER ONE

  PALM SPRINGS TODAY

  In recent years Palm Springs, California, has become famous as probably the most popular gay and lesbian resort in the nation.

  The reason? Well, certainly a major cause for Palm Springs’ fame as a homosexual heaven is the White Party, held every spring since 1989, when some 20,000 gay men descend on the community for what is billed by its promoters as “the nation’s largest gay dance festival.” The event is also Palm Springs’ biggest moneymaker…contributing (in 2007, according to the city controller) more than $4 million to the city’s economy plus millions more to neighboring communities.

  •••••

  Frequently coinciding with the White Party is the Dinah Shore (golf) weekend, now known as the LPGA Nabisco Tournament and headquartered in nearby Rancho Mirage. Founded in 1972, it regularly attracts thousands of lesbians from around the world.

  But the city is also far more than a gay and lesbian resort. Even without the spring events, it is in fact, as Mayor Steven Pougnet (who is gay) says, “the preeminent gay city in America.”

  San Francisco and New York would certainly win that designation on the basis of sheer numbers of gay and lesbian residents. But as a percentage of the total population, Palm Springs wins hands down, with a permanent homosexual population estimated to be over 40 percent. That’s more than eight times the estimated national average and some three or four times the gay and lesbian percentage of San Francisco, often cited as the “gayest” city in America.

  Such a huge gay and lesbian presence affects everything: gay-owned businesses are flourishing and there are dozens of gay and lesbian resorts in Palm Springs and neighboring communities. The White Party, for example, is headquartered at the mainline Wyndham Hotel, where, on the party weekend, hundreds of gay men in various stages of undress frolic in the pool. It’s certainly a sight that’s the last thing ex-major Frank Bogert and the late president Gerald Ford, both very establishment, straight men, could have imagined when they dedicated the hotel in April 1986.

  The city’s gayness has also caused a near tectonic shift in the city’s politics, after generations of civic leadership by an “old boys’ club” of conservative, straight, white males such as Bogert. (Sonny Bono, mayor from 1988 to 1992, was an exception; although white and straight, he was more gay- and lesbian-friendly than his predecessors or his successor, William Kleindienst.) And it was the gay and lesbian reaction to Kleindienst’s perceived ambivalence toward the homosexual community to which many attribute both the 2003 election of Ron Oden, Palm Springs’ first gay mayor (and the nation’s first black gay mayor), and a gay majority on the city council.

  Steven Pougnet, forty-six, elected to succeed Oden in 2007 with an astonishing 71 percent of the vote, was actually the first openly gay politician to be elected in the city when he ran for city council in that 2003 election that would dramatically change things at Palm Springs’ City Hall (Oden came out while in office; Ginny Foat, a lesbian city council member, was at first appointed to the city council and was later elected, in 2005).

  According to Pougnet, by the time he ran for mayor, even such old-guard organizations as the local newspaper, the Desert Sun (owned by the conservative Gannett Newspaper chain), had moved from acceptance of the city’s gay and lesbian readership to support. “I was the first gay politician they ever endorsed,” Pougnet laughs, “and as far as I can tell, the first Democrat. When I met with the paper’s editorial board before my election I was asked what I considered had the biggest impact of anything I had done in my life. I told them it was when they changed their policy and printed the news of my civil union with my partner in the newspaper [Pougnet and his partner, Christopher Green, were married in Vermont in 2002]. The New York Times had only begun printing news of same-sex unions about then.”

  •••••

  In their endorsement, the newspaper also saluted a talent of Pougnet’s of which he is especially proud: his ability to achieve consensus between opposing viewpoints. The Desert Sun’s also believed that his background would best qualify him “to help guide Palm Springs in being the type of city that will continue to attract tourism while protecting the quality of life residents crave.” Note: not a word of his being gay.

  Pougnet and Green’s hitherto unorthodox lifestyle was, however, widely noted when it was announced in April 2006 that he and Christopher had become parents of biological children, a boy and a girl, named Beckham and Julia (by separate surrogate mothers; Beckham is two minutes older than his sister). “They are certainly the poster boys of the new Palm Springs,” says local architect Doug Hudson, designer of Port Lawrence, the planned mixed-use development deliberately designed to attract residents (and new retail businesses) to the city’s downtown area.

  Rick Hutcheson, a gay member of Palm Springs’ City Council, was also endorsed by the Desert Sun when he ran for election in 2007. He explains how he and his partner ended up in the city: “We met when we both came to Palm Springs to enjoy a very gay-friendly resort after spending Christmas with our respective families,” Hutcheson says. “Then, after dating cross-country for about half a year, we bought a home here.” That home, initially planned as a weekend escape, quickly became something much more. “We found that we were living in Palm Springs and commuting to our work out of town,” Hutcheson says (strenuous, but perhaps less so than longtime Palm Springs resident Barry Manilow, who commutes daily to Nevada for his Las Vegas Hilton show). Eventually they developed what is a mini-real estate empire in the city where they now live full-time.

  “Palm Springs is, as everyone who sees it knows, a beautiful part of the world,” Hutcheson adds. “Every time of the day here you get a different vista and a different set of colors; it’s also an easy place to live and, for a gay couple, it’s very welcoming. But I think the friendliness of Palm Springs is not an ‘in your face friendliness,’ it’s just a comfortableness. I believe it’s part of what’s going on nationally in relations between gay people and straight people. [Being gay] is not such a big deal anymore in Palm Springs as well as most other places in the country… there is less and less fuss about it. For many of the younger generation,‘coming out’ is an archaic term.

  “And,” he adds, “just because there is a gay majority of the city council, there is no ‘gay agenda.’ We deal with the same sort of problems all city governments confront—fixing our streets, dealing with break-ins, reviving our downtown area. Despite the large gay presence here, people get along just like [straight] people in other places…they’re just your neighbors, the people you work with, your customers, and so on.”

  “My partner, Erich Burkhart, and I started coming as tourists around 1980,” says Doug Hudson, who, in addition to designing the city’s dramatic new Port Lawrence development, has also designed a number of homes, which, like his own, represent a dramatic departure both from Palm Springs’ early twentieth-century Spanish Revival architecture and from the iconic mid-century homes that to many define the built environment of the place. (This image of Palm Springs as a midcentury architectural mecca was certainly enhanced by the publicity surrounding the auction in May 2008 of the home Richard Neutra designed for Edgar Kaufmann in 1946 marketed by Christie’s auction house as a piece of art rather than a house.)

  “The weather, of course, is beautiful…when it’s gloomy in L.A. it can be sunny and nice here,” Hudson says. “When we began coming out here, Erich’s parents had a mobile home out in Desert Hot Springs, a community several miles north of Palm Springs, and it was a great place to stay for young guys who were working hard.

  “And it was only two hours from L.A. and there were some gay bars [then only in nearby Cathedral City], so we could go out,” he says. “There were only a couple gay hotels but we obviously didn’t have to go there.

  “Moving here was a gradual process,” Hudson recalls. “Ten years ago we decided we wanted a weekend place here. We knew we wanted to be in the Las Palmas neighborhood [from the early days, Las Palmas was Palm Springs’ premier neighborhood, once home to directors such as Jack Warner and later even Elvis Presley and Liberace], and when we started looking it was before the huge explosion of prices here. Now,” he laughs, “we keep thinking: ‘could of, would of, should of.’”

  Hudson and his partner’s move to Palm Springs is a process shared by many full-time residents. “In 2000 we found the property we ended up buying,” Hudson adds, “perfect for us, an older house on a big piece of land on a good street with a great postcard view of the mountain framed by palm trees.” Because remodeling the older house turned out to be as expensive as building a new one, the pair decided to opt for the new. “Then, going back to Los Angeles every Sunday evening [they also have a home in Beverly Hills] became very frustrating,” Doug adds. “I was beginning to be more involved in Palm Springs…I became a member of the city’s architectural advisory committee and then joined the board of the Palm Springs Preservation Foundation…both mainstream organizations as well as supporting gay-oriented charities like the AIDS Assistance Program.” (The AAP feeds hundreds of local HIV/AIDS programs; it was cofounded by the city’s late hostess Gloria Greene, Chapter 15.)

  Despite Palm Springs’ social advances, Hudson and Burkhart still find pockets of resentment, but “not at all” because they are gay. “We’re a part of a ‘new generation,’” Hudson says, “and a lot of old-timers here in town, the good old boys, still have quite a bit of resentment toward newcomers, carpetbaggers, coming into town and stealing part of their thunder. The old boys are still in power in some professions.”

  •••••

  So what was it that made Palm Springs uniquely qualified to become America’s homosexual heaven?

  “Palm Springs has,” Hudson says, taking a broader view, “the natural beauty, the weather, the history, but most important it has the geographic location close to Los Angeles and an airport. It has all the pieces in place that make it a new kind of city: the balance of leisure activities, art, lifestyle, a great new convention center [site of the White Party’s biggest weekend event], hotels and more to come, fine restaurants, a [Native American–owned] casino, and professional opportunities. I’ve often used the example of Miami Beach, which was ‘rediscovered’ in the 1980s…it takes a while, but when the pieces are all in place, as is said: ‘Build it and they will come.’”

  By way of explaining the success of the White Party (which was a success from the beginning despite efforts by past city fathers to halt it), producer Jeffrey Sanker also agrees with Hudson on what is probably the main historic as well as contemporary reason for Palm Springs’ popularity with both gay and straight vacationers as well as permanent residents: “One of the big things has to be the location. Palm Springs is a truly magical place,” Sanker says. “The desert is warm and the scenery is magnificent.” He adds: “The White Party has really become sort of a tradition for a large number of guys. It’s like one big, happy reunion every year, a celebration of camaraderie like none other that I’ve ever seen.”

  Jade Nelson, a thirty-two-year-old Palm Springs native, echoes Sanker’s conviction that a great part of Palm Springs’ attraction for gay men (and lesbians as well) is the atmosphere of freedom to be oneself. “I knew I was gay from an early age,” Nelson says, “but I didn’t feel comfortable here because, at the time, I thought it [being gay] was an old man thing…I rarely saw any young gay men.

  “Then, one day during Spring Break in 1995, I was driving down Avenida Caballeros at 5:30 A.M. to my job as a pastry chef at Smoke Tree Ranch [a family-oriented local resort since the 1930s], and suddenly there were all these half-naked men running across the street.” Although such displays are still deplored by many residents, the experience was, for Nelson, liberating. “I realized this was one of the few places in the country where gay men could assemble peaceably and have a weekend of pure, uninterrupted celebration.”

  In 2002, after working in Seattle, Nelson returned to a Palm Springs that was even more dramatically changed from that of his childhood. “There were gay couples everywhere,” he says, “walking down the street holding hands, and buying houses.” Today the Palm Springs High School, where Jade encountered a wall of homophobia in the early 1990s, now has an open membership club named the Gay/Straight Alliance, which draws between fifteen and forty-five students to its weekly meetings.

  For some, one aspect of the city’s tolerance has been carried too far with the presence of some three dozen “clothing-optional” resorts centered in the Warm Sands neighborhood. But whether or not you approve of the concept, of clothing-optional resorts, their presence is an early example of the power of gay entrepreneur-ship in Palm Springs.

  They came about largely because of one of the factors Sanker cites as a cause for the success of the White Party, and that has also been, historically, the resort’s leading attraction: the weather.

  •••••

  The first business to open in Palm Springs after the first non-Indian settled in the area in 1883 was a place for visitors to stay. More accurately, it was a sanatorium where victims of tuberculosis could come to recover. In fact, the original Desert Inn, which was built in 1909 and later would become a famed resort catering to the very wealthy, including the Vanderbilts and Hearsts as well as Hollywood celebrities, also began as a tuberculosis sanatorium. (Las Vegas’ Desert Inn started in 1946 and was modeled after the long-gone Palm Springs resort, which was located downtown where the Desert Fashion Plaza has stood vacant for some time).

  By the 1930s and 1940s a number of vacation bungalows as well as the newly coined “motels” sprang up in the Warm Sands area, catering to vacationers who didn’t demand (or care for) the facilities of a full resort like the Desert Inn or the then equally celebrated El Mirador. The Desert Inn made much of the fact that Shirley Temple often stayed there with her family, but they earlier stayed at what is now the clothing-optional Warm Sands Villas.

  Most locals agree that Palm Springs had begun to come out of the closet in 1976 when El Mirasol, a small resort Howard Hughes built for his friends on Warm Sands Drive in 1947 (and where he reportedly stashed his mistresses as well as friends), was converted into a gay resort. This was followed by more and more such operations. In 1984 Bob Mellen, who has been waggishly described as “the mayor of Warm Sands,” opened what was apparently the first of the local clothing-optional resorts, the Vista Grande (he and his partner, Robert Fields, now own four such resorts).

  Because of a more lenient environment, the prototype of today’s gay resorts was in the nearby and more easygoing Cathedral City. Originally a 2.5-acre Elizabeth Arden “beauty farm,” it was also a historic property with a restaurant housed in an adobe building dating back to the early 1800s when the place was a Pony Express stop. The resort’s then-famous date palms stood throughout the hotel’s evolution, first as a lesbian resort in the 1970s and later as a gay resort called Dave’s Villa Capri. With its “outdoor bathhouse,” “it was the wildest place on the planet,” Mellen laughs, “and it inspired the resorts in Warm Sands.” (Remodeled and renamed simply as The Villa, it had a shorter life, closing in 2007.) Because of its more relaxed policies, Cathedral City was also the site of most of the Coachella Valley’s first gay and lesbian bars including the Gaf—“fag” spelled backward—and Gloria Greene’s popular His & Hers.

  Besides the weather, another main reason for Palm Springs’ early popularity as a gay and lesbian (and straight) destination is its proximity to Los Angeles. From the top stars to lowly studio employees, for generations the place has provided an escape from the pressures of the film capital, which, although the fact was largely accepted but little discussed, has had a large gay and lesbian population since the early days of the movie industry itself.

  “And, don’t forget, Palm Springs has always been about having fun,” says Robert Fields; it was not necessary for him to add that much of that “fun,” of course—gay or straight—often involved sex (and still does). “Also many gay men like taking their clothes off,” says John Turk, owner of South Pasadena’s Mission Antiques who, with his partner, Jim Maier, an ex-Jesuit priest, vacations annually at one of the city’s clothing-optional gay resorts.

  What really cemented Palm Springs’ standing as a gay and lesbian haven from the beginning, at least according to the Reverand Andrew Green, longtime (straight) rector of St. Paul in the Desert Episcopal Church, which boasts a large gay membership, was privacy provided by a crucial aspect of Palm Springs’ original built environment: its walls. Walls around homes, walls around resorts and hotels, walls, seemingly, once around everything, thus offering privacy from prying eyes for gay and lesbian activities ranging from informal social gatherings to simply soaking up some rays around a glittering pool, to “having fun.”

  “I first came to Palm Springs when I was invited to a party in 1980,” recalls a local businessman, then twenty-three, who requested anonymity to protect his La Quinta business (about twenty miles down-valley from Palm Springs), where he still encounters homophobia. (Although Palm Springs is obviously very liberal today, the towns “down-valley,” among them Rancho Mirage and La Quinta, “get redder and redder” says the editor of a local magazine.) “I had never seen so many beautiful men and women,” he adds. “I came back a second weekend and never left.

  “Palm Springs wasn’t overtly gay then,” he adds. “Everything happened inside walls and gates,” he says, confirming Rev. Green’s judgment. “Everything was very private. There wasn’t much public gay life.”

  When the growing popularity of Palm Springs as a gay resort met the plummeting real estate values of the early 1980s (caused in part by a misguided “no-growth” policy, which midwifed nearby Palm Desert’s commercial boom), the transformation exploded.

  Architecture connoisseurs, many of them gay and lesbian, quickly discovered they could buy a classic, midcentury house for next to nothing, especially the tract homes built by the Alexander Construction Company from the early 1950s until the mid-1960s, many sporting the designer’s unusual “butterfly” roofs. Today surviving examples of the 2,000 or so Alexanders, which cost an average of $25,000 when new, can sell for over a million dollars (restored, of course; the originals had little or no insulation since they were intended as winter homes only).

  And the attractions was not limited to inexpensive classic houses. “It wasn’t long before people realized that the [Warm Sands] neighborhood which had once been a destination for vacationing families,” Mellen says, “was a potential gold mine for exclusively male clothing-optional resorts.” In the beginning some of the clothing-optional resorts were mixed, but women soon gravitated to lesbian motels and hotels. Among the first was The Desert Knight, established in 1969 by Eadie Adams and her partner, Pat McGrath, which, according to Howard Johns in Palm Springs Confidential, numbered Gloria Swanson among its guests. It has been renamed the Queen of Hearts Resort.

  As a dramatic commentary on the evolution of Palm Springs into today’s more tolerant community, when El Mirasol was converted into a gay resort, six-foot walls were added to enclose each unit’s private patio. They were cut down to fence height in 2000 by the present owners.

  “When [the late] Gloria Greene, who owned His & Hers bar in Cathedral City, opened Gloria’s restaurant and bar in the early 1980s, she really brought gay life in Palm Springs to life,” Mellen says. First located downtown and later on North Palm Canyon Drive, the place became so popular that on the day that Reverend Green first arrived at his parish in 1990, it was to Gloria’s that he was taken to lunch by a member of his new congregation. Then, with the opening in 1991 of the Street Bar Named Desire, the first solely gay bar in the city, Palm Springs’ public gay and lesbian social scene was on its way.

  Although it has taken only a relatively short time for all this to happen, so much has changed that it seems far longer.

  Just consider one example: The community’s acceptance of Mayor Pougnet’s very public lifestyle as well as support for his political ambitions has occurred little more than a generation after a previous rector of St. Paul in the Desert was literally hounded out of town when it was discovered that he was gay.

  Today the city, primarily through its dramatic acceptance of the gay and lesbian lifestyles, has evolved in seemingly no time at all from what was once—on the surface, anyway—a conservative, Republican, winter family resort into a community where people of diverse ethnicities, philosophies, lifestyles, and sexual preferences are not only accepted but celebrated. Perhaps the place actually has become, as many suggest these days, a model for the twenty-first-century city.

  How that came about is our story.


  CHAPTER TWO

  FLORILLA AND ROSE AND RUDY AND NATACHA

  The Palm Springs area has been inhabited for more than 500 years by what was then—and is now—a relatively small band of Cahuilla Indians. Today, in fact, the Indians have become major players in the city, masters (for that is what “Cahuilla” means in their native tongue) of not only the nearby, picturesque canyons but also the hugely successful Palm Springs Casino and Spa (a favorite of both straight and gay residents and tourists).

  Only a century ago, however, the Cahuillas were basically living off the land in the oasis below the soaring, 10,804-foot Mount San Jacinto, which they considered a sacred mountain and the home of the evil demon Tahquitz (today memorialized by a canyon and a major thoroughfare in the city). “A brave, rugged, lot of aborigines,” George Wharton James romanticized in his appropriately titled 1914 book California, Romantic and Beautiful. “They used the wonderful…spring at Palm Springs (Agua Caliente) as their health resort, gathering their big-pitted dates from the palms of Palm Canyon, collecting their acorns from the mountain slopes, and making their mush, flour, bread, tortillas, drink, and candy from the beans found on the mesquite trees which dotted the desert’s face on either side.”

  However idealized, that lifestyle was changing, first from the pressure of the railroad, which came through the valley in 1876, and, far more influential, from the huge success of a novel written in 1884 by Helen Hunt Jackson, once an Indian agent in the area. The novel was Ramona, memorialized by
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  Additional material was drawn from historic periodicals, including:

  Modern Screen

  Motion Picture

  Photoplay

  Silver Screen, Confidential.
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