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Palm Springs’ splendor expands eastward

Opening of Desi Arnaz’
hotel in 1957 brought
fanfare, glitz to valley

Tracy Conrad
Special to Palm Springs Desert Sun
USA TODAY NETWORK

“New. Luxurious. Desi Arnaz’ West-
ern Hills Hotel opened its doors to the
public this weekend and became anoth-
er example of growth in the ever-devel-
oping desert area. Early Friday after-
noon a special plane left Los Angeles
bringing newsmen, celebrities of televi-
sion and screen, and many distin-
guished guests to the Palm Springs air-
port, where they were entertained while
they awaited turns for helicopter trans-
portation to the million-dollar hotel
which nestles at the edge of the desert
near the Santa Rosa mountains, border-
ing on the beautiful greens of the Indian
Wells Golf Course.”

In April 1957, the center of gravity in
the Coachella Valley was moving east.
New cities popped up between Palm
Springs and Indio bringing excitement
and expansive new housing develop-
ments.

Desi Arnaz and Lucille Ball had a gor-
geous, modern house in Thunderbird
(designed by Paul R. Williams) and were
well aware of the charms of the desert.
Thunderbird opened in1951and the dec-
ade of the 1950s was one of ascendancy
for Desi and Lucy as well as their Desilu
Productions. Credited with innovations
in television production and an uncon-
ventional management style, the couple
was wildly successful and even more
famous.

The same year, Arnaz would go into
the hotel business in Indian Wells, Desi-
lu purchased the venerable RKO Pic-
tures for $6 million, giving the TV em-
pire a total of 33 sound stages - four
more than giant MGM Studios and 11
more than 20th Century Fox. Desilu was
flying high, and Arnaz, an amazing
showman, flew his guests by helicopter
to the party.

(The idea of flying in wasn’t new. The
Desert Air Park and Hotel featured the
ability to fly your small plane or helicop-
ter and park next to your accommoda-
tions and the pool.)

“As the helicopters dropped down on
the greens of Indian Wells Country Club,
the guests were met by Desi Arnaz, Gen-
eral Manager Frank Bogert. and opera-
tors of the Western Hills Hotel ...”

Frank Bogert had been part of the ini-
tial Thunderbird effort and was signed
to be managing director of the hotel,
starting with 36 units and with immedi-
ate plans for another 30 to be built in the
summer hiatus. Frank’s involvement
was testament to the development
move eastward.

In February 1957, the newspaper ex-
pounded, “except for four years in the
U.S. Navy, (Bogert) has held important
positions in the community. He was
manager of the famed Racquet Club,
Palm Springs Chamber of Commerce,
Thunderbird Country Club and El Mira-
dor Hotel. One of the most active civic
workers in this community, he is vice-
president of the Desert Riders Associa-
tion, member of the board of directors of
the Chamber of Commerce, president of
the Desert Turf Club, president and
publisher of the Villager Magazine,
president of the Palm Springs Polo As-
sociation, executive vice-president of

the Palm Springs Capital Company, and
amember of the Naval Order of the Unit-
ed States.”

After being dropped off by helicopter,
“A cocktail party and tour of the new ho-
tel preceded the lavish buffet that was
served to 800 persons. Lt. Gov. Harold J.
Powers, a frequent visitor to this desert
area, was taken on a tour of the new re-
sort hostelry by Bogert and was amazed
by its wing-shaped splendor.”

The hotel was indeed luxurious with
“every thought given to the comfort and
enjoyment of the guests” with separate
air-conditioning units in each room, it
was advertised as “one of the hotels in
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Each room had its own air conditioner. PHOTOS BY PALM SPRINGS HISTORICAL SOCIETY

the Palm Springs area to be fully air-
conditioned. Private patios assure com-
plete privacy for either sunbathing or
dining, and each one overlooks the 70-
foot swimming pool. There is a movable
television set in every room.”

Offering golf privileges of the Indian
Wells Country Club, “the course is as
close as the electric carts which await
the guests to transport them in a few
minutes to the first tee. There is a put-
ting green adjoining the hotel. All other
forms of entertainment, from horse-
back riding to ping pong, badminton,
shuffleboard and horseshoes are avail-
able. aside from both indoor and out-
door polo fields nearby.”

Interior decoration of the ultra-mod-
ern hotel was done by Claudio Guzman
of Desilu Productions. Entertainment at
the opening night extravaganza was
furnished by the famous Desi Arnaz Or-
chestra, and Arnaz introduced guests
from the stage above the sunken bar.
Palm Springs Mayor Florian’ Boyd pre-
sented a “key to the city” to Arnaz. At the
conclusion of the evening’s festivities,
guests were transported back to Palm
Springs where their plane awaited to re-
turn them to Los Angeles.

Immediately after opening, charity
events were welcomed at the new resort
as reported in the newspaper. The Boys

Private patios overlooked the 70-foot
swimming pool.

Club of Palm Springs was the first good
cause that was benefited:

“A fundraising party staged by Desi
Arnaz at the his newly opened Western
Hills Hotel in Indian Wells featured Lu-
cille Ball, Dean Martin and Walter Win-
chell and over $18,000 was raised to
build the clubhouse which was dedicat-
ed on December 14, 1958. The building
still serves the clubhouse.”

The first of the PGA's Bob Hope
Chrysler Classic in1960 began the tradi-
tion of celebrity golf tournaments in the
desert. And in 1995 made headlines
when Presidents Bill Clinton, George
HW. Bush and Gerald Ford played to-
gether, with Bob Hope himself rounding
out the foursome. The associated clas-
sic cocktail party was the highlight of
the social season.

In addition to golf tournaments,
there was a baseball tournament featur-
ing Sandy Koufax, Don Drysdale, Dean
Martin, Joey Bishop, Phil Harris, Danny
Thomas and Hugh O’Brian, who was
also part owner of the resort.

The end of each season featured the
Indian Wells Pow Wow “steaks, broiled
on huge outdoor charcoal grills, were
the entrees of the evening served with
salad, corn and beans. Champagne mu-
sic filled the night with danceable melo-
dies and Lawrence Welk tripped the
light fantastic with more than a score of
ladies present. Motion picture stars
were present... To top off the celebration
a fantastic fireworks display was
staged. ...

The Western Hills Hotel preceded the
incorporation of the City of Indian Wells
by a decade, but the fashionable crowd
had already moved in, with Desi and Lu-
cy leading the way, as they had done in
television, with their celebrity friends in
tow.
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