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Class 1 Historic Site Nomination  

The Palm Canyon Drive Palm Allée  

Palm Springs, California ð a historic designed landscape 

 

Name:  The Palm Canyon Drive Palm Allée. 

Location:  Palm Canyon Drive, Palm Springs, Riverside County, California ð the double rows of 

palms along the public right -of-way. 

Resource type:  Historic designed landscape (a designed civic streetscape / planted allée), 

including its living material, its integrated street -lighting scheme, and its associated 

commemorative monument.  

Date of creation:  1949, extended in campaigns through c. 1963.  

Proposed period of significance:  1949 ï c. 1963. 

Document version : FINAL August 2, 2026. 

Application  

The City of Palm Springs Historic Resource Designation application follows.   
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1. Introduction  

1.1 What is an allée?  

An allée is a double row of trees planted at fixed intervals along both sides of a road or walk, close 

enough and even enough that the two rows stop reading as trees and start reading as one thing: a 

corridor with a beginning, a length, and an end. The word is French and the form began in the 

garden ð the long green corridors of Renaissance and Baroque estates ð before seventeenth-

century designers carried it past the garden wall and into the town. Its history as a civic form, and 

the California examples Palm Springs had in front of it, are set out at Section 3.3. 

 

Three things separate an allée from a street that happens to have trees on it. The trees are of the 

same or similar species and scale. They stand on both sides, facing each other across the space. 

And they are set on a stated interval, so the eye reads rhythm rather than accident.  

 

Palm Canyon Drive has all three: two ranks of filifera and robusta fan palms facing each other 

across the street on a module of roughly thirty-five feet. It has something more besides. An allée 

is often aimed at something, and this one is aimed towards the south at the mountains, which 

closes the view, so that moving along its length is a procession rather than a drive. That is the 

object this nomination proposes to designate ð not hundreds of palm trees, but the composition 

they make. 

1.2 Summary  

The Palm Canyon Drive Palm Allée is a designed, engineered, authored, dedicated, and 

illuminated civic landscape, conceived and built beginning in 1949 as the centerpiece of a voter-

ratified municipal beautification program, and the design extended in late r campaigns through 

about 1963, with later planting continuing beyond it. It is significant as a historic designed 

landscape  ð a planted allée executed to a written specification and species schedule, advertised 

for bids and, when none came, built by the cityôs own day labor under a supervising nurseryman, 

and wired as it was planted for a lighting scheme installed the followin g year1 ð and for its 

association with the postwar civic beautification of Palm Springs and with 

Councilwoman Ruth Hardy , the first woman on the Palm Springs City Council and the driving 

figure of the project. The allée gave the resort its signature approach and remains the defining 

feature of its main street.2 
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The significance rests on the composition  ð the double-row rhythm, the procession and 

gateway character of the drive, the two-species play, and the lighting designed around the fronds 

ð and on the documented civic intent  behind it, not on any single count of trees or any one 

maintenance practice. 

1.3 Period of significance  

1949 ï c. 1963.  The core allée was authorized, funded, planted, and dedicated in 1949; later 

campaigns (a 1954 property-owner phase, South Palm Canyon in 1956ï57, further design and 

planning work to 1962) extended the planting along the drive. 3 The counts are a documented 

progression, not a single figure ð a contract estimate of about 308 (roughly 150 of each species), 

a planted count in the low 320s by late September 1949, a lit count near 322, ñ345ò in a 1950 year-

in-review, ñ400ò in the lighting-era coverage, and additional trees in the 1956ï57 and 1962 

campaigns ð and each count should be footnoted to its source rather than averaged.4 

 

The closing date is set by the completion of the extension planning and design campaigns, not by 

an event. Later plantings that completed the allée or continued the rows are compatible with the 

design and are addressed in Section 6.5; they are the continuation of a practice rather than a new 

one, which is why the treatment recommendation at Section 8.3 is preservation of the continuum 

rather than restoration to a single year. 

1.4 Boundary  

The resource is the public right-of-way of Palm Canyon Drive ð State Highway 111 through Palm 

Springs ð from Tramway Road on the north to the eastern end of the double row on East Palm 

Canyon Drive, a short distance east of William Krisel Way, at 33.8014° N, 116.5349° W (WGS 84). 

It is one continuous run of approximately 4.7 miles: North Palm Canyon Drive south from 

Tramway, through the downtown mile, and then east as the highway bends into East Palm Canyon 

Drive. The mile authorized, planted, and dedicated in 1949 is the first of those miles; the rest is 

the work of the extension campaigns of the 1950s (Section 3.7). The boundary runs from right-of-

way line to right -of-way line and so takes in the roadway, the curbs, the planting strips in which 

the palms stand, and the walks. The boundary is shown at Map 1. 
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Map 1.  Boundary of the Palm Canyon Drive Palm Allée. The nominated resource is the public right -of-

way of Palm Canyon Drive from Tramway Road on the north, south through downtown, and east to 

33.8014° N, 116.5349° W (WGS 84), east of the Ocotillo Lodge ð approxi mately 4.7 miles. The 1949 core 

planting between Ramon Road and Alejo Road is shown in color. The South Palm Canyon Drive branch 

toward the Indian Canyons and the vacant ground east of the last palms are outside the boundary. 

Diagrammatic locator map; dist ances are approximate and the drawing is not a survey.  

 

The eastern terminus is set by the trees. The allée ends at the last point where palms stand on 

both sides of the drive, on the frontage east of the Ocotillo Lodge; beyond it is open ground 

carrying no planting. That line can be walked and checked. No street name would serve, because 

there is no through street at the point where the double row stops, which is why the terminus is 

given as a coordinate as well. William Krisel Way is the nearest named locator, and an apt one: 

the Ocotillo Lodge is Palmer and Kriselôs, of 1957, within the period of significance. 

 

Two reaches are outside the boundary. The vacant ground east of the last palms is excluded, and 

it is worth saying why the allée stops there: it stops where the town of the 1950s stopped. The 

eastern extension reached the Ocotillo Lodge and the frontage beside it and went no further, short 

of the terminus at Araby Point that the Council priced in 1958 and never built (Section 3.7). The 

boundary follows a historical cause rather than an arbitrary line. And the branch of South Palm 
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Canyon Drive that continues south toward the Indian Canyons is excluded: palms stand along it, 

but they are scattered and do not form a double row on a module. The 1956ï57 campaign 

documented at Section 3.7 planted the reach from Ramon toward Indian Trail,  which lies on the 

highway alignment and within this boundary, not on that branch.  

 

The boundary is drawn to what survives, not to what was intended. The documented intent was 

the whole length of the drive, from the northern to the southern city limits, and the record of that 

ambition is part of the significance (Section 3.7). But intent is not extent, and a boundary should 

enclose the resource that retains integrity rather than the one that was hoped for. 

 

The extent has been stable for half a century. The 1978 aerial at Appendix C shows the continuous 

allée running along East Palm Canyon to the Ocotillo Lodge, with single frontage rows beyond it 

and no double row east of that point. Field observation in 202 6 finds the same terminus. Forty-

eight years separate the two records and they agree on where the composition ends ð which is a 

finding about integrity as much as about boundary.  

 

Two things within the line are noted rather than claimed. Designation is sought over the city -

owned right -of-way only; the Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians is the appropriate authority 

as to any land held in trust, and nothing here is intended to reach it (Section 5.2). And the 

surviving 1950 lighting equipment mounted on private building faces under the licenses and 

recorded easements described at Section 3.5 lies outside the right-of-way; it is an associated 

feature of the lighting scheme rather than a component within the boundary.  

2. Description  

Palm Canyon Drive is Palm Springsô principal street, and through downtown it runs between two 

ranks of fan palms set at regular intervals along both sides ð a double row, an allée. The planting 

is deliberately of two species: the native California fan palm (Washingtonia filifera ), stout-

trunked and holding its dried -frond skirt, and the taller, slimmer Mexican fan palm 

(Washingtonia robusta ).5 During the first 1949 campaign, they were set about thirty -five feet on 

center, at heights running from roughly twelve to thirty -five feet and averaging near twenty, and 

they were planted in near-equal numbers ð a hundred and fifty -four filifera  and a hundred and 

fifty -five robusta , three hundred and nine trees, under the April 1949 specification and under the 

executed contract alike.6 
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Several things make the drive a composition rather than a row of trees. The rhythm of the double 

row ð palms set at regular intervals along both curbs, roughly thirty -five feet on center ð turns 

the street into a procession and gives the town a gateway, the approach a visitor meets entering 

from the north. The species pairing sets two forms against each other down the length of the drive: 

the stout, skirted trunk of the native Washingtonia filifera  against the tall, clean shaft of the 

Washingtonia robusta , the fat and the slim alternating in the ranks. The heights were staggered 

by design, not accident ð the original planting ran from a twelve -foot minimum to a thirty -five-

foot maximum, averaging near twenty ð so the crowns broke any flat line and read as a living 

colonnade. An integrated lighting scheme ð its conduit trenched in with the water line as the trees 

went in, the distribution system advertised that December and the fixtures separately after 7 ð 

throws light up into the fronds after dark, so the palms do not vanish when the sun drops behind 

Mount San Jacinto. And a commemorative monument ð a plaque set in a stone base at the foot 

of three palms at Andreas and Palm Canyon, dedicating the mile of palms to the pioneer 

nurseryman Clarence C. Neel ð anchored the composition at its ceremonial center. The palms 

and the lighting survive and remain in civic use; the Neel plaque was removed by vandals before 

1963, and its stone base has gone since; both are documented former features, not survivors. 

 

The whole was purpose-built and publicly owned, and it was not laid on bare ground. A count 

taken for the Council in June 1949 found sixty-two large palms, most of them filifera , already 

standing between Ramon and Alejo, with forty -two palo verdes among them. What the drive 

lacked was a continuous planting: a 1938 view was remembered as ñjust telephone poles and 

parked jalopies on the only paved street in town.ò8 The 1949 work regularized an incomplete line 

and brought the older trees onto the same water and light system ð three hundred and twenty -

three light connections against three hundred and nine new trees.9 

3. Historic context  

3.1 The native ground: the Cahuilla and the fan palm  

Before any of this was a civic form, the tree was native here. Washingtonia filifera , the desert fan 

palm, is the only palm native to California, and its two largest naturally occurring oases stand in 

Palm Canyon and Andreas Canyon, in the Indian Canyons at the south end of Palm Springs; Palm 

Canyon is the largest undisturbed palm oasis on Earth.10 The Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla 

Indians lived at these groves for thousands of years, and the palm supplied much of a life ð fruit 

eaten fresh or ground into meal, fronds worked into shelter and utensils, seeds sealed in gourds 

for rattles ð while the tree itself, rooted only where it found water, marked the springs. 11 The oases 
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were not only found but made: the Cahuilla burned the groves to force a heavier crop and carried 

the seed to new springs, so that the valleyôs palms and the peopleôs presence spread together.12 

The Agua Caliente tell the palmôs beginning as their own, in more than one telling ð an aging first 

man, Ma-ul, who becomes the first palm at a spring; or Moul of the Sungrey, who makes the 

change at Indian Wells and whose traded seeds populate the valley.13 When the town set fan palms 

down its main street, then, it was not importing an ornament to the desert. It was lining a road 

already named Palm Canyon, after the Cahuillaôs palm canyons, with the desertôs own tree. 

3.2 The two fan palms  

Two palms stand in the 1949 allée, and they reached Palm Canyon Drive by different roads. The 

native one was seen first. Major W. H. Emoryôs reconnaissance party, coming down toward San 

Diego, reached Carrizo Creek in November 1846 and found what the Florida veterans among them 

recognized as cabbage trees, marking a spring.14 Seven years later W. P. Blakeôs railroad surveyors 

came through the San Gorgonio Pass to a nook under San Jacinto Mountain, later called Agua 

Caliente and later still Palm Springs, where Blake noted a young palm spreading its fan-like leaves 

among the willows and mesquite.15 Neither man named it. That waited until 1879, when the 

German palmographer Hermann Wendland, working from seedlings raised in a Ghent nursery, 

named the genus Washingtonia  ð in his words, in honor of the great American. 16 

 

Four years later Wendland named a second species, robusta , from young plants grown at another 

Ghent house, and gave its origin as the borders of the Sacramento River ð a place, as the botanist 

S. B. Parish observed in 1907, where no palm grows. Parish thought he knew where the seed had 

come from: collectors had begun buying palm seed at Palm Springs in exactly those years, and he 

was convinced that Palm Springs was the true source of Wendlandôs second type.17 The town is 

entangled in the naming of both palms. 

 

What followed was thirty years of confusion, and Parishôs account of it is unsparing. Dealers filled 

orders for either species from the same drawer, the only difference being the price; by 1907 he 

could write that neither of the palms known in California a s filifera  and robusta  bore its true 

name, and he added a third, W. gracilis , for the slim fast palm the nurseries were selling as 

robusta .18 The caution outlived the name. Ralph Cornell, writing as a professional landscape 

architect in 1938, still identified the tall slender -trunked palm most commonly seen in cultivation 

as Washingtonia filifera robusta  ð Parishôs combination, thirty-one years on.19 In 1942 a Los 

Angeles Times garden writer was telling readers that the popular tall palm was W. gracilis, ñcalled 

robusta by nurserymen.ò20 Period documents naming a Washingtonia  by species are therefore 
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evidence of what the writer believed, not of what stood in the ground ð a caution that cuts against 

any argument resting on a species label alone, the cityôs included. 

 

The filifera ôs signature is its skirt: dead fronds fold down against the trunk instead of dropping, 

forming the dense ñpetticoatò that gives the species its common name ð a skirt that clings, in one 

horticultural account, ñunless reduced by fire or an overzealous gardener.ò21 It is a stout, relatively 

short palm that holds that skirt; the robusta  beside it is a tall, slim, faster-growing Mexican species 

that tends to a cleaner, self-scarring trunk. 22 The distinction matters twice over: it is the visual 

play the 1949 design exploited, and it means the skirt on a filifera  is the treeôs natural state, not a 

groundskeeperôs affectation (Figures 1 and 2). Palm Springsô own planning documents have 

repeatedly treated the native filifera , skirt and all, as the preferred civic palm ð the 2007 General 

Plan, the 2009 council resolution, and the 2014 Section 14 Specific Plan all point the same way, 

toward filifera  and away from robusta .23 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



16 |  P a l m  C a n y o n  D r i v e  P a l m  T r e e  A l l e e   
 

    
 

Figures 1 and 2.  The two trees, away from Palm Canyon Drive. Left: Washingtonia filifera at the 

Oasis of Mara, Joshua Tree National Park ð the dead fronds folded down against the trunk in a dense 

thatch, reaching almost to the base on a tree nobody has trimmed, with the f allen petioles lying at its 

foot. The fresh tan collar under the crown and the weathered grey below it are the same skirt at 

different ages. Photograph by Bernard Gagnon, 19 March 2013; Wikimedia Commons, CC BY -SA 3.0 

(creativecommons.org/licenses/by -sa/3.0). Right: Washingtonia robusta lining both sides of Catalina 

Avenue, Los Angeles, looking north from 1st Street ð the same genus on a tall, clean, self-scarring shaft, 

which is what the Mexican palm does at maturity. Photograph by Downtowngal, 4 Februa ry 2021; 

Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 4.0 (creativecommons.org/licenses/by -sa/4.0). Neither tree is part of 

the resource. 

 
 

Robusta took the other road, through the nursery trade and the street department. By the mid -

1920s it was so thoroughly the default that the Los Angeles horticulturist Ernest Braunton could 

call it, in passing and without explanation, the street fan palm. 24 In 1927 Frances Duncan 

recommended it to Arbor Day planters because it takes little more side-room than a telegraph 

pole, and made the regional argument plainly: plant what thrives peculiarly well here and is 

distinctively southern in character, rather th an what one may see east as well as west, because the 

region has so distinctive a character that it is worth not blotting out. 25 The federal government 

agreed on the facts. The Department of Agriculture called Washingtonias  a very conspicuous 

feature of street and ornamental planting in southern California and observed that palms are 
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sometimes effective as a formal street decoration but can hardly be considered shade trees.26 A 

palm allée is a form. Whatever else it was for it was never for shade. 

 

Then came the program that put the palm on the Southlandôs skyline, and it had a deadline. Los 

Angeles had the 1932 Olympic Games coming. In March 1931 the city opened a beautification 

campaign sized to the occasion ð four hundred men employed six months, thirty to forty 

thousand trees along a hundred and fifty miles of thoroughfare, a hundred thousand dollars out 

of an unemployment bond issue ð and stated the order of work plainly: the main traffic arteries 

that serve as entrances to the city would be planted first. First on the list of species named 

appropriate for closely built sections was the Washingtonia robusta  fan palm.27 That October, the 

city finished palming Flower Street, opening the shortest route from downtown to the Coliseum 

for the Games the following year; the property ownersô stated expectation was that in a few years 

the trees would be a marked attraction to tourists.28 Entrance roads, one fast-growing palm, a 

fixed date, public money, and arriving visitors ð eighteen years before Palm Springs did the same 

thing on its own entrance road, and coordinated it with the stateôs resurfacing of that highway. 

 

By 1933 the practical knowledge had hardened into specification, and it ran against the native 

tree. L. Glenn Hall, who had run the Los Angeles forestry division through the planting campaign, 

wrote that filifera  was less desirable for street parkway use than its Mexican cousin, which was 

particularly suited to wide boulevards at forty to fifty feet apart. 29 Braunton went further in 1939: 

do not plant the California fan palm, he wrote, they are natives to the desert and do not belong in 

our general climate.30 Every one of those objections is a coastal objection. The Department of 

Agriculture put it plainly ð robusta  requires less heat, and even in California is distinctly 

preferable for localities near the coast, while near San Diego the leaves of filifera  become badly 

infested with a fungus that does not attack robusta .31 None of it has purchase in Palm Springs, 

which is the desert, and where the tree grows wild three miles from the street in question. Ruth 

Hardy had them planted at thirty -five feet rather than Hallôs forty to fifty, and took both palms in 

equal number rather than the better street tree. Both departures are decisions, and both are 

legible against this record. 

 

Nor was the town working from Los Angeles gardening columns alone. California Arts & 

Architecture  was covering desert gardens through the late thirties, and what it printed argued for 

the native palm. In February 1937 the landscape architect J. A. Gooch wrote that among the trees 

we must not forget those which give Palm Springs its name: the native palm is the California fan 
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palm, Washingtonia filifera , distinguished from the Sonora fan palm, which grows taller and 

more slender.32 In November 1938 the landscape architect Dorothy Wright published ñDesert 

Integrity,ò which is the argument the all®e would make in trees. It is quite possible, she wrote, to 

annex the desert, curb it, embellish it and adorn it into a Junior Beverly Hills  ð but the desert will 

never willingly accept the alteration; and if one wants to go authentically native, nothing could be 

more so than a fan palm silhouetted against the last of the sun.33 

 

The palm was never only a tree, and the period sources are unembarrassed about it. Braunton, 

writing in 1936, put it plainly: the palms arrest the attention of the first -time visitor and are 

frequently a major factor in wooing him to return. 34 In November 1947, two years before the allée, 

Ruth Dudley opened a column with the premise the whole enterprise rests on ð California without 

palms is unthinkable; it is the palms that first attract the attention of northern visitors, and that 

add an aura of enchantment.35 The resort towns understood the mechanism exactly. In August 

1949, the month Hardyôs palms were going into the ground, the Times described La Jolla, a barren 

sagebrush slope as recently as 1887, where thousands of palms and cedars had been set out to 

help promote the sale of the resort development. Most of the cedars died. The palms lived, and an 

impressive row of Washingtonias  now stood like sentinels directing the way to the cove park.36 

So when Neelôs Nursery delivered the trees ð a hundred and fifty -four filifera  and a hundred and 

fifty -five robusta  ð the town was choosing between two trees that had come to mean different 

things. The Mexican palm was the Southlandôs civic instrument ð the Olympic palm, the 

boulevard palm, the arrival palm, the one a city forester specified for wide streets and the one 

neither the trade nor the profession could name consistently. The native palm was the one 

growing in the largest natural grove of palms in the United States three miles up the road, the one 

that gave the town its name, the one two landscape architects had argued for in print in the 

preceding decade, and the one that keeps its skirt.37 Palm Springs took both, in alternation, down 

a single street. Neither half of that is accidental. 

3.3 The street -tree allée as a designed form  

The double row of trees lining a street has a name older than any American city ð the allée ð and 

when Palm Springs set two ranks of fan palms down Palm Canyon Drive in 1949, it was working 

in a form with a long and specific pedigree. It was not inventing one.38 The form began in the 

garden, in the long green corridors of Renaissance and Baroque estates, and stepped outside when 

seventeenth-century French designers carried it past the wall into the town; the English did the 

same with their tree-lined public walks, ñessentially garden all®es outside the garden.ò39 In the 

street it carried a meaning beyond shade: to lay out a long, straight row of trees down a major 



19 |  P a l m  C a n y o n  D r i v e  P a l m  T r e e  A l l e e   
 

urban space was to make a civic claim visible, and the autocrats of the age ñdelighted in planting 

all®es of trees in the urban landscape as a show of their power.ò40 The nineteenth century turned 

the all®e from an ornament at the cityôs edge into the cityôs fabric ð the promenades that had 

ringed the walls became internal streets; Haussmannôs Paris gave boulevard  its modern meaning; 

Olmstedôs American parkways were meant ñto bring parklike qualities into the whole city 

landscape.ò41 That this was the recognized pedigree of the civic tree-lined street, and not a local 

notion, is plain in the planning literature of the day: writing in a 1915 city plan for Oakland and 

Berkeley, Werner Hegemann named the same lineage ð the Champs-Élysées, Berlinôs Unter den 

Linden, the Mall in Washington, and the boulevards cut from old fortifications ð as the ñtreasures 

of past agesò that modern American city-making inherited. 42 And it became a civic project carried 

by citizens: by the 1870s American civic-improvement associations were pressing towns to plant 

their streets, and tree-planting ñbecame for some a civic obsession,ò producing the named 

ceremonial avenues ð Fifth, Eucl id, St. Charles.43 

 

That impulse hardened, at the centuryôs turn, into the City Beautiful movement. What it asked 

was, for American cities, new: that a cityôs appearance was a public responsibility, not a private 

luxury. Its most -read theorist, Charles Mulford Robinson, held that civic art served the town and 

not the artist, insisted that ñcities are not made to be looked at, but to be lived in,ò and gave the 

movement its motto, from New Yorkôs Municipal Art Society ð ñTo make us love our city we must 

make our city lovely.ò44 It was no fringe enthusiasm: by 1904 Robinson could count upwards of 

twelve hundred local improvement societies in the United States, with Boards of Trade and 

Chambers of Commerce working toward the ñCity Beautiful.ò45 The instrument it reached for, over 

and over, was the tree-lined avenue ð the old ñnarrow, treelessò streets giving way to ñbroad new 

boulevards with trees and turf.ò46 

 

The impulse reached California and found a climate that would grow almost anything. Pasadena 

became the Southlandôs exemplar: a street-tree pattern set by Jeanne Carr as early as the 1870s, 

a program pressed by the architect Arthur Heineman in 1907 ñin the full spirit of the City Beautiful 

movement,ò a municipal nursery in 1909, and a policy of designating a species for each street, so 

that an ordinary block became a corridor ð sometimes an arching tunnel ð of a single kind of 

tree.47 Among those species, the palm did particular work: filifera  alternating with magnolias on 

Orange Grove Boulevard, a filifera  row along Raymond Avenue at Memorial Park.48 The palm had 

by then become the Southlandôs civic signature ð fan palms on Riversideôs Victoria Avenue in 

1877, Euclid Avenue laid out from Ontario to Cucamonga in 1882, palms lining the streets into 
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nearly every new development through the 1920s and ô30s.49 The form even carried the names of 

the movementôs leading designers: in their 1914 plan for Torrance, the Olmsted Brothers gave 

Cabrillo Avenue a central median of native California palms.50 The two 1915 expositions fixed the 

image ð Balboa Parkôs El Prado ran on an all®e of black acacias, and the San Francisco fairôs 

Avenue of Palms set some 350 palms in alternating double rows ð and the lush, water-fed 

landscape they made popular ñcast its influence over a century of planting in Southern 

California.ò51 Euclid Avenue in particular would be the example Palm Springsô own press named 

when the campaign began (see Section 3.4). 

 

Where Pasadenaôs program was municipal, Beverly Hillsôs belonged to a private company, and it 

came with a plan. The Rodeo Land and Water Company recorded its subdivision in October 1906 

and engaged Wilbur David Cook, Jr. to lay it out. Cook had worked in the Olmsted office ð the 

Columbian Exposition, parks in Boston and Chicago, the White House grounds in 1902 ð and left 

it in 1905 for the Oakland park system before coming to Los Angeles. He was the first 

professionally trained landscape architect to practi ce in Southern California, at a moment when 

the profession itself was barely a decade old.52 Planting the public right -of-way was integral to 

what he drew, and the company engaged the nurseryman John Reeves to carry it out. Reeves 

specified that a different kind of tree be planted the full length of every street, and built a ten -acre 

nursery to grow the stock; the trees went into the ground ahead of the lot sales, to give the place 

an identity before there was anything to identify. By the end of 1906 the new drives ð Rodeo, 

Canon, Crescent, Beverly ð were bordered with palms, acacias and peppers.53 Six years on, the 

trees were doing promotional work: an advertisement for the subdivision offered readers parklike 

driveways lined with pepper and palm trees, laid out, against the monotonous checkerboard 

elsewhere, to an artistic plan by one of Americaôs best landscape engineers.54 

 

The division of labor is the part worth noticing. A trained designer set the framework; a 

nurseryman chose the species and grew them. Palm Springs filled the same two roles forty-three 

years later, when Williamsôs committee fixed the line, the spacing and the services, and Neelôs 

Nursery supplied and planted the trees (Section 3.6). 

 

And on Beverly Drive, the trees were two rather than one. Washingtonia robusta  and Phoenix 

canariensis  run alternately down both sides ð robusta, canariensis, robusta, canariensis ð so 

that a fan palm and a date palm trade places the whole length of the drive (Figure 3). Two species, 

one rhythm, on a principal approach, four decades before Palm Canyon Drive.55 
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Figure 3.  Palms on Beverly Drive, Beverly Hills, in a real photo postcard. Washingtonia robusta and 

Phoenix canariensis alternate down both sides of the drive. The street -tree scheme was laid out for the 

Rodeo Land and Water Company from 1906, a different tree to each street; Beverly Drive received two. 

Los Angeles Photo Post Card Co. 

 

And Palm Springs had the form at its own gate. When Nellie Coffman rebuilt the Desert Inn in 

the mid -1920s with the designer William Charles Tanner, the wide curved entrance drive was 

ñlined with an allee of native Washingtonia filifera  palmsò; Coffmanôs Desert Inn landscape 

became the model the town measured itself by ð and the one Ruth Hardy, running her own inn a 

few blocks off, knew by heart.56 A postcard mailed from the town in June 1943 shows the drive as 

visitors met it: two files of filifera  curving in under the mountain, the trunks carrying their thatch 

well down (Figure 4). 57 

 



22  |  P a l m  C a n y o n  D r i v e  P a l m  T r e e  A l l e e   
 

 
 

Figure 4.  The entrance drive of the Desert Inn, on a real photo postcard mailed from Palm Springs on 

June 17, 1943. The filifera carry their thatch well down the trunk, and the shaggiest of them are skirted 

almost to the base. This was the landscape the town measured itself by in the years before the Palm 

Canyon Drive planting. Photographer unidentified.  

3.4 The idea in the papers (1948)  

The form did not arrive in Palm Springs as a municipal decision. It arrived first in the newspaper, 

as an argument. In September 1948 ð nine months before the Council acted ð the Desert Sun 

columnist R. F. ñPhatò Graettinger made the case in This Side of the Sun: ñHow about a move to 

plant palm trees along the curb at stated intervals on Palm Canyon drive? é This is Palm Springs 

and it is Palm Canyon drive é Ever see Euclid avenue in Ontario?ò He wanted the drive made ña 

real oasis.ò 

 

The reference is exact, and it matters. Euclid Avenue in Ontario ð laid out in 1882 as a double-

rowed, palm- and pepper-lined boulevard ð was the Southlandôs best-known civic parkway, and 

Graettinger named it as the model Palm Springs should follow (Figure 5). The regional precedent 

the nomination sets out above was therefore not inferred after the fact; it was the precedent the 

townôs own booster press pointed to, by name, before a single tree went in. Graettinger would 
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keep at it: he is credited in later civic tributes with pushing the palm -planting campaign through 

his column, and he returns to the story as an early advocate rather than a bystander. 

 

 
 

Figure 5.  Euclid Avenue, Ontario, California ð the boulevard R. F. ñPhatò Graettinger named in the Palm 

Springs press as the model Palm Springs should follow. Fan palms stand in the central parkway and 

along the flanking roadways, several carrying dried -frond thatc h on the upper trunk. The printed caption 

calls it ñthe famous tree-shaded thoroughfare that extends to the foothills.ò Real photo postcard, Frashers 

Inc., Pomona, California, negative F4174; undated. Euclid is a divided boulevard with a planted median, 

where Palm Canyon Drive carries two curbside rows; what the two share is the continuous double file 

down a long straight civic corridor.  

 
 

The idea gathered civic weight over the winter. A Chamber of Commerce ñUnite-Promote-Protectò 

survey in December 1948 tallied residentsô wishes for the town, and among the improvements the 

returned cards asked for was ña planting program for general beautification such as many more 

Palm trees along Palm Canyon Drive.ò By the time Ben Shearer of the Park Commission was 

reported in early 1949 to have started the movement to plant palm trees along Palm Canyon Drive, 

he was carrying forward an idea already in public circulation. Shearer began the municipal 

project; the wish itself was a year older, and it was Graettinger who first put Euclid Avenue beside 

Palm Canyon Drive in print.  
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3.5 The 1949 civic beautification: authorization, design, planting, lighting, 

dedication  

The move to line the drive with palms surfaced early in 1949, when Ben Shearer of the Park 

Commission was reported to have ñrecently started the movement for palm trees along Palm 

Canyon driveò ð part of one coordinated beautification effort that also prod uced the yearôs sign 

ordinance, meant to keep the Village ñon a resort caliber with a minimum of commercialism.ò58 

 

It moved from talk to a council action on February 2, 1949, under the minute -book heading 

ñBeautification of Palm Canyon Drive with Palm Trees.ò A special citizens committee headed by 

Shearer had been investigating the need and cost of trees on the drive, and the Park and 

Recreation Board had met specially two days before to settle a recommendation; on Ruth Hardyôs 

motion the Council adopted Resolution No. 2503, approving the planting of palms along Palm 

Canyon Drive from Tamarisk Road to Ramon Road and authorizing advertising for bids 

immediately. 59 The resolution states the design at its origin: palms along both sides of the drive, 

in the parkways adjacent to the curbings, some 250 of them for about $15,000, ñspaced 

approximately 35 feet apart,ò under plans and specifications to be prepared by the City Engineer. 

And in the same breath it states the whole-length intention ð that ñeach of the following years 

additional areas to the north and south of the original strip likewise be planted to palm trees.ò The 

phased extension described at Section 3.7 is not a later idea. It is in the founding resolution. In 

the same session it authorized twenty more sidewalk benches for the village, at the request of the 

Business Womenôs club ð the trees and the street furniture moving together as one program.60 

What made it a designed landscape rather than a wish was a document: in April 1949 the Council 

approved written ñSpecifications for Furnishing and Planting Palm Trees on Palm 

Canyon Drive,ò a plan set showing tree locations, filed with the Planning Department, and it 

was put out to competitive bid. 61 The money came from the voters. The cityôs $950,000 municipal-

improvement bond, adopted by Council in March and ratified at a special election on April 26, 

1949 ð the trees-and-lights proposition carrying 1,015 to 267 of 1,282 cast62 ð carried a line for 

street-tree planting, lighting, and landscaping along Palm Canyon Drive ñfrom the northern to the 

southern city limits,ò coordinated with the stateôs summer resurfacing of the highway.63 

 

The first bid attempt drew nothing. Bids closed at ten in the morning on April 30, 1949, and none 

was received; a second call also failed. On June 8 the Council found the work could be done more 

economically by day labor, authorized the City Manager to buy the trees in the open market and 

hire the labor himself, and set him a ceiling of twenty thousand dollars ð against an anticipated 
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total of twenty -five thousand that expressly included the irrigation water and the tree lighting. 

Earl J. Neel of Neelôs Nursery was engaged to supervise, at a fee of twenty percent of the amounts 

expended, with each tree to be located by the City Manager and the Tree Committee of the Park 

and Recreation Board. The allée was therefore not built under a construction contract at all, which 

is why the paper trail is so granular: every load of trees passed through the cityôs own register of 

demands.64 The plan itself was specific. The bid invitation called for approximately a hundred and 

fifty -four Washingtonia filifera  and approximately a hundred and fifty -five Washingtonia 

robusta  ð three hundred and nine trees, one more robusta  than filifera , the two species 

alternating by design ð along Palm Canyon Drive between Tamarisk Road and Ramon Road. That 

is the April specification, and it is the last statement of that extent in the record: every statement 

of the planted run after June 1949 names the shorter reach from Ramon Road north to Alejo Road, 

and it was that reach the city dedicated and called ñthe mile.ò65 At a joint meeting at the Chi Chi 

in late May, called by Hardy ð who chaired the Councilôs Boards and Commissions Relations 

Committee, which held Parks, and served as secretary of the Park and Recreation Board that Ben 

Shearer chaired ð and presided over by tree-committee chairman Stewart  Williams, the crew set 

the working details: the trees spaced to allow eventual three-foot curb setbacks on each side, and 

ð at Hardyôs insistence ð a permanent one-inch water line with an outlet at every tree rather than 

water carted by wagon. ñEven if we plant only one city block with trees, letôs do it right.ò In June 

the costs were fixed: Earl Neel of Neelôs Nursery at two dollars a foot, some three hundred and 

eight twenty-foot trees, about twelve thousand dollars for trees and four thousand for labor. 

 

The design was settled at a joint meeting of the Planning Commission and the Park and Recreation 

Board on June 3, 1949, and the Council adopted it five days later as Resolution No. 2587: six 

numbered conditions, the plan of record for everything planted af ter that date. Between Alejo 

Road and Arenas Road the new trees were to be set so as to maintain the approximate line of the 

palms already standing. North of Alejo and south of Arenas they were to be set back three feet, 

against a widening of the pavement then anticipated. Where physical conditions made a deviation 

necessary ð and the Council inserted the words ñor preferable,ò so that a frontage set back for a 

large building could govern ð the Tree Committee was authorized to determine the proper 

location. Water was to be supplied to each tree by pipeline. Conduit for lighting was to be installed 

at the time of trenching for that pipeline. And the sixth c ondition named the committee: ñTree 

Planting Committee ð Stewart Williams, chairman, to work with the City Manager in expediting 

planting of trees immediately.ò66 
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Three things follow. The setback was selective rather than uniform, which is why the alignment 

through the commercial core still reads differently from the reaches beyond it. The irregularities 

in the spacing have a documented cause in the Tree Committeeôs discretion, exercised tree by tree. 

And the lighting was not an addition to a row of trees: it was a founding requirement of the design, 

adopted by resolution before the first palm went in.  

 

The first palm ð a Washingtonia robusta , the ñNo. 1 Treeò ð went in one Monday morning in 

late June at the southeast corner of Ramon Road and Palm Canyon Drive, before the park board, 

the planning commission, and a crowd of civic leaders; the planting ran north from Ramon toward 

Baristo, with an individual water outlet and a light conduit brought to each tree. 67 The Desert Sun, 

printing the photograph of the group beside it, said the occasion had brought out a great many 

city leaders to see the first tree installed, and that the project when finished ñwill change the entire 

appearance of Palm Springsô main thoroughfare.ò68 

 

The Palm Springs Villager  set out the specification for its readers that summer, and its account 

is the fullest single statement of what was intended: through July and August, 308 Washingtonia  

palms, half robusta  and half filifera , to be planted along Palm Canyon Drive between Tamarisk 

Street at the El Paseo Theatre corner and Ramon Road south of the Village Market; spaced thirty-

five to forty feet apart; varying in height from twelve to twenty -five feet; water lines installed to 

water all the trees simultaneously and semi-automatically; and conduit laid for a street lighting 

system to be installed later, the lights to be fixed to the trunks so as to give ña soft lighting on 

sidewalks and streets.ò The state would resurface the drive from the north city limits to Ramon 

Road at the same time.69 

 

The magazine ran the plan with a drawing by its cover artist, O. E. L. Graves ð his impression of 

how the drive would look, with the usual street traffic left out. It is the design intent of the allée in 

a single image, drawn before the trees were in the ground: a double row of skirted palms in even 

rank down both sides of the street, crowns closing overhead, the mountain at the end of the 

corridor (Figure 6).  
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Figure 6.  ñMore Than A Mile of Trees To Beautify Palm Canyon Driveò ð O. E. L. Gravesôs impression of 

the finished allée, drawn for the Palm Springs Villager in July 1949, before the planting began. The palms 

are drawn skirted. Palm Springs Villager, JulyïAugust 1949, 20ï21.  

 

The lighting was not an afterthought but a designed element. City Engineer George Minturn had 

it built around the fronds, to keep the palms from vanishing after the sun drops behind Mount 

San Jacinto.70 The scheme is inseparable from the skirted silhouette it was designed to light. The 

planting ran through the summer. By the end of September, City Engineer Minturn could report 

three hundred and fourteen trees in the ground with ten to go, all set by September 30 ð each 

with its own switch box and hose connection, three hundred and seven of each by then ð at an 

average cost to date of $68.79 a tree. 

 

The lighting was the part that would not be rushed, and the record of getting it right is the clearest 

evidence that the allée was meant to be a designed nocturnal spectacle and not merely a row of 

shade trees. The conduit was in the ground with the trees in 1949, but the fixtures took another 

year of trial. Through the winter and spring of 1950 the Park Board tested some six styles of fixture 

on the four hundred -odd palms, at an estimated fifteen to eighteen thousand dollars, and City 

Manager Russell Rink told the town plainly that ñaesthetics figure prominentlyò in the choice. 

Minturn staged a preview at his own home ð a ñjigger-typeò fixture that threw light up into the 

fronds and down onto the walk ð so the board could see the effect before committing. The fixture 
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finally chosen in August 1950 was, in Minturnôs words, a ñtailor-made job to fit the height, girth 

and distance of the fronds from the light source,ò not a ñhand-me-down jobò; it was ñspectacular 

in the manner of illumination,ò came in near twelve thousand dollars, below estimate, and was 

set so that ñnone of the lights will be on a straight line down Palm Canyon drive,ò with up-and-

down fixtures at the corners and crosswalks. The purchase itself is dated and priced in the cityôs 

own record. On September 13, 1950 the Council bought five hundred and twenty fixtures from 

two manufacturers for $3,496.80: a hundred and ten double -ended and fifty single-ended fixtures 

of special design from Moore-Montroy Electric of Los Angeles, and three hundred and sixty 

standard commercial fixtures from Shalda Manufacturing of Burbank. The bid tabulation quotes 

the lens by name ð Herculite, Pyrex, heat-resistant, tempered, one type at a premium for 

ventilation. These were lensed, gasketed, heat-managed enclosures, specified for a desert and 

aimed up into dry fronds. Whoever wrote that specification was thinking about temperature. 71 The 

whole scheme was built around the fronds ð designed to keep the palms, which hang ñlike a 

ghostly shadow on moonless nights,ò from disappearing after dark. It cannot be stripped of its 

skirts without destroying the very thing the lights were made to c reate. 

 

The system was not free-standing. Its service, its metering and its switching lived on the fronts of 

privately owned commercial buildings along the drive, and the city had to ask. Between January 

and May 1950 fifteen frontage owners signed licenses permitting the city to install ñinsulators to 

support electric wires, meter sockets, switches, automatic switch controls and conduit encasing 

wireò on their buildings, under a drawing attached to each agreement and titled ñPlan for License 

Agreement,ò removable on sixty daysô notice in writing. Among them were the Desert Inn through 

Earl Coffman; Pearl McManus, twice over, behind two different lessees; Earle C. Strebe; Irwin S. 

Schuman; Palm Springs Corporation, Ltd.; and Stephen H. and Beatrice Willard, whose 

photographs are half the visual record of this landscape. Not one refusal is recorded. For a 

nomination arguing that the allée was a civic work the whole town took part in, that is not an 

inference. It is fifteen signatures.  

 

The rest is a contractorôs year. The distribution system was awarded on January 20, 1950 to Arthur 

Brudvik dba Coast Electric and Refrigeration Company at $19,012.14, payable from the same bond 

fund that had bought the trees. Twelve days later the Council struck the contractôs liquidated-

damages and bonus clauses as ñunnecessary in this particular contract,ò so that nothing obliged 

anyone to hurry ð the likeliest reason being that no fixture had yet been chosen. In February a 

change order moved the service box onto city-owned land and eliminated an aerial drop, honoring 



29  |  P a l m  C a n y o n  D r i v e  P a l m  T r e e  A l l e e   
 

on this one street the undergrounding policy the Council had adopted in April 1949. In May the 

half-inch conduit and the tree circuits running up the trunks from pull boxes at the base were 

deducted from the contract, and the photo-electric switch control was raised high on poles at the 

power companyôs insistence, for safety ð which fixes the allée on automatic dusk-to-dawn control 

from its first night. In July, three weeks after Korea began, the city bought pipe ñto complete palm 

tree lighting system conduitò expressly ñin view of the unsettled war situation.ò The fixtures were 

advertised in August and bought in September. Fifteen months separate the first palm from the 

last lamp, and a war is what finished it.72 

 

The photographic record shows the scheme working as designed, and shows it early. A night view 

of the drive in front of the Oasis Commercial Building ð E. Stewart Williamsôs own building, and 

the offices of Williams, Williams and Williams ð catches the fixtures throwing light up into the 

crowns, each palm lit individually from its own standard, the fronds carrying the light and the 

trunks dark below (Figure 7). Williamsôs committee had set the palms three years before he built 

behind them: the building was finished in 1952, and the view is dated 1953. The palms have been 

in the ground four summers and carry no thatch. That is what a young transplanted fan palm 

looks like. It arrives with its crown cut back for the move, spends several seasons rebuilding a full 

head, and can begin to hold dead fronds only once the crown has risen clear of the walk and the 

clearance trimming stops. The lighting was aimed at the crown before there was a skirt to light. 

The skirt grew into a scheme already built around the fronds.73 
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Figure 7.  The lighted palms on Palm Canyon Drive in front of the Oasis Commercial Building, designed 
by E. Stewart Williams and housing the offices of Williams, Williams and Williams; the building was 
completed in 1952. The fixtures throw light up into the crowns. The view is dated 1953 ð the palms four 
summers in the ground, the trunks still clear. Courtesy Palm Springs Historical Society.  
 

On Saturday, October 1, 1949, the completed mile was dedicated ð in the cityôs own words, ñthe 

mile of palm trees planted along Palm Canyon Drive between Ramon Road on the south and Alejo 

Road on the northò, and timed to the ceremonial opening of the winter season, so the trees became 

the townôs public face for the year ahead. The rite was a ñBlessing of the Trees,ò staged in what the 

paper called an old Spanish custom. Nearly every downtown merchant dressed a window for the 

occasion; a platform went up at the southeast corner of Andreas and Palm Canyon, before a 

grouping of three palms lit for the ribbon -cutting, typical of the planting down the drive. The 

advance notices set out the program: the clergy and the city officials gathering at the stand at five 

oôclock, Mayor Charles Farrell pulling a ribbon strung from the speakersô stand to the crowns of 

the palms, the lights flashing on in the fronds, and the lights burning all night. The papers also set 

out who was to stand where ð Ben Shearer, head of the park board, ñcredited with pushing the 

tree-planting idea to fulfillment,ò and Councilwoman Ruth Hardy, ñin charge of the official work 

on the planting program.ò7475 
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At about quarter to five that afternoon the high school band played under Gustave Patzner; Wall 

Spalding, ñoriginator and coordinator of the plan,ò and Bob Bennett introduced it; Father Michael 

OôConnor, of Our Lady of Solitude, blessed the trees in the Spanish custom and the Rev. James 

H. Blackstone gave the benediction; and Hardy, tree-committee chairman Stewart Williams, and 

Muriel Fulton ñresponded with appropriate words of the beauties of the trees.ò The ceremonyôs 

heart was the dedication of the mile to the memory of Clarence C. Neel, the pioneer nurseryman 

ð ñpioneer Villager and desert landscaper,ò as the Limelight  had it ð who had died that spring. A 

plaque attesting the year of planting was presented to his widow, Mrs. Verne Neel, for 

emplacement in a stone monument at that corner, at the base of the three Washingtonia robusta  

planted there: the same grouping of three that was lit at the ribbon -cutting. Three is the count the 

advance notices give, one of them naming the species as well; the report published after the event 

says only that the plaque was for the base of the trees. The trees were his son Earlôs work. More 

than seven hundred were said to have been served at the barbecue that opened the day. 

 

 

Figure 8.  The Blessing of the Trees ð the dedication of the mile of palms, Palm Canyon Drive, October 1, 

1949. Several hundred people stand around the platform and the newly planted palm. Courtesy Palm 

Springs Historical Society.  
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The design did not stop at the trunks. Three days before the dedication the Council had already 

adopted the Park and Recreation Boardôs recommendations for the mile: that the electric boxes 

at the base of the trees be camouflaged with brown paint, and that funds be allocated for a flower 

planting project at the base of the trees and for its maintenance.76 Days after the dedication, Hardy 

was named to investigate flower plantings for the tree bases, in the stated ambition to make Palm 

Canyon Drive ñthe most beautiful thoroughfare in the country.ò The underplanting became its 

own small campaign. In the spring of 1950 the Council took up ñposies for the palmsò on Hardyôs 

motion; the Park Board weighed petunias, African daisies, and lantana for the unpaved ground 

around each tree, and settled on bougainvillea set at the trees ð two vines to a palm, one trained 

to cover the electrical switch box that served its light. The beautification was conceived whole: 

trunk, frond, light, and flowering base, each considered as part of the single composition down 

the drive. 

3.6 The makers of the allée  

A row of trees planted by a public crew is maintenance. A row of trees with named authors, a 

chosen species mix, an engineered spacing, a purpose-built lighting scheme, and a dedication is a 

designed landscape ð and the significance of the allée rests on the second reading, not the first. 

No single hand drew it; like most civic landscapes of its moment it came from a small group 

working in concert, and the record supports naming six contributions.  
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Figure 9.  The park board and city officials at the setting of the first palm, Ramon Road and Palm Canyon 

Drive, June 1949. The Desert Sun, publishing its own photograph of the group that day, named them as 

Roland Vaile, John Connell, Herbert Burns, Councilwoman Ruth Hardy (chairman), and Hilton McCabe 

of the park board, City Manager William Alworth, and tree -committee chairman Stewart Willi ams. 

Courtesy Palm Springs Historical Society.  

 

Ruth Hardy  was the will behind it. Others raised the idea ð Shearerôs citizens committee was 

investigating the cost of trees on the drive that winter ð but it was her motion the Council adopted 

on February 2, 1949, and hers is the hand on every stage after. The city manager brought the 

planting recommendation forward at her request. She called the joint meeting at the Chi Chi  that 

fixed the species and the spacing. When the watering question arose she insisted on a permanent 

line with an outlet at every tree: ñEven if we plant only one city block with trees, letôs do it right.ò 

She held the first planting until Stewart William s could get back to town for it. Days after the 

dedication she was named to look into flower plantings at the bases of the trees, and the following 

spring she moved to put them in. Elected in 1948 as the first woman on the Palm Springs City 

Council and returned unopposed in 1952 and 1956, she served twelve years ð longer than anyone 

else had then sat on that body ð and was still in office when the palms were carried south in the 

1955ï56 campaign.77 She did not let go of them afterward. At an association meeting late in 1964, 

four years out of office, she raised the fact that the palms had been only half trimmed ð the routine 
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clearance hem, left half done ð telephoned the mayor and several councilmen, and the trees were 

trimmed. 78 When she died the following January the Desert Sun called the lighted palms her 

greatest memorial, and within three weeks the Council renamed the cityôs first park for her.79 

 

E. Stewart Williams  chaired the tree-planting committee that gave the 1949 planting its form. 

The contemporary record is explicit: reporting the joint planning -commission and park-board 

meeting that set the final plan, the Desert Sun stated that ñthe tree committee is headed by 

Architect Stewart Williams.ò 

 

He was thirty -nine that summer and three years into practice here. Born in Dayton in 1909 to the 

architect Harry Williams, he took his degree at Cornell in 1932 and a masterôs at Pennsylvania the 

following year, where he held the Chandler Fellowship. The Depression took his fatherôs firm and 

nearly took the son out of architecture altogether: he spent four years teaching art and design at 

Bard, selling etchings and watercolors to make up the salary, and won the Zabriskie Prize at the 

American Watercolor Society. In 1938 he went to Europe. Germany left him cold ð the celebrated 

modernist houses at Stuttgart stood empty while the cheap ones nearby were full ð and it was 

Sweden, Norway and Denmark, and the softer forms and warm materials of Aalto and Asplund, 

that he built with afterward. He came home with a Swedish wife, Mari Schlytern, and a way of 

working. He spent the war at Mare Island supervising the design and construction of dry docks 

for the Navy, and in 1946 joined his father and his brother Roger in Palm Springs. The Sinatra 

house came out of his first years here.80 

 

None of that is incidental. Three years after his committee set the palms, Williams built behind 

them: the Oasis Commercial Building of 1952, his design and his firmôs offices, stands behind the 

lit trees in Figure 7. In the same weeks of 1949 he was in charge of the ball park work at the Field 

Club, on a plan by Ralph Cornell. The man who fixed the line of the rows, the curb-setback logic, 

and the requirement that irrigation outlets and lighting conduit be built in at the moment of 

planting was a painter by training, a builder by war service, and one of the architects who would 

define Palm Springs modernism. An allée whose design was set by that hand is a designed object, 

not a public-works default.  
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Figure 10.  At the planting of the first palms on Palm Canyon Drive, June 1949. From left: the architect 

Albert Frey; Councilwoman Ruth Hardy; the architect E. Stewart Williams, chairman of the tree -planting 

committee. The palm behind them has arrived with its crown cut back and tied for transport. Courtesy 

Palm Springs Historical Society; identification per Brown and Keylon, ñThe Founding Mothers of Palm 

Springs.ò 

 

Clarence C. Neel  was the nurseryman. He was born at Gap Mills, in Monroe County, West 

Virginia, in February 1882, and by 1905 he was in the Colorado Desert working one of the first 

ranches near Coachella. That year the Colorado River broke through and began filling the Salton 

sink. His ranch went under and stayed under; by 1949 the paper could report that the whole of it 

lay beneath the Salton Sea. He stayed in desert country ð Moapa, Nevada in 1910, Independence 

in the Owens Valley in 1920 ð and came to Palm Springs about 1927, opening Neelôs Nursery at 

330 North Indian Avenue the following year. He was selling ten -foot palms two years before the 

first tree went in on Palm Canyon Drive. He held no office and belonged to no club; the Desert 

Sun credited his standing in the village to personal contact and friendliness, and remembered him 

saying of people who disliked the desert that they could leave by the road they came in on.81 
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He died at home on the night of March 1, 1949, at sixty-seven ð three weeks before the Council 

put the bond on the ballot, and four months before the first palm went in the ground. The Council 

opened its next meeting with a minute of silence, and some three hundred people came to the 

funeral at the Community Church that Friday. 82 The cityôs answer was to make the memory of him 

part of the landscape: the one-mile row was dedicated to him, with a plaque set in a stone 

monument at the base of the three palms at Andreas and Palm Canyon. That dedication is what 

makes the allée commemorative and not merely ornamental ð a second, independent ground of 

significance. The plaque was pried from the rock by vandals before 1963 and its fate is unrecorded, 

and the rock itself has gone since; both are documented former contributing features. Two robusta 

stand at that corner today, and have since at least 2008. Whether the third was lost or the count 

was never three, the record does not say.83 
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Figure 11.  Clarence C. Neel, left, with his son Earl; the child is unidentified. Palm Springs Historical 

Society, Lykken Family Collection, object 2010.3.400, other no. 36 -400, from scrapbook 97 -084; Earl 

Neel married Jane Lykken, whose family assembled the scrapbook. Undated. The Societyôs record gives 

the sonôs name in one line as Earl and in another as Carl, and states that Clarence Neel planted the palms 

along Palm Canyon Drive. He did not: he died on March 1, 1949, four months before the first palm went 

into the ground, and the planting was his sonôs work. The dedication of the mile to his memory was a 

memorial, not a record of who set the trees.  

 



38  |  P a l m  C a n y o n  D r i v e  P a l m  T r e e  A l l e e   
 

 

Figure 12.  Neelôs Nursery advertisement, Palm Springs Villager, JulyïAugust 1949 ð the summer the 

palms went in. The photograph shows the Ingleside Inn, Ruth Hardyôs hotel, captioned ñLandscaping by 

Neelôs Nursery.ò The nurseryman who supplied the all®e had made the grounds of the councilwoman who 

drove it.  

 

Earl Neel  carried his fatherôs work into the ground, and he is the reason the all®e reads as one 

sustained work rather than a single event. He was born in 1917 on a homestead at Independence 

established by his mother, and raised on the family ranch at Coachella; his parents came to Palm 

Springs in 1927 and opened the nursery the following year. He married Jane Lykken, daughter of 

the desert pioneer Carl Lykken, served four years in the Navy in the Second World War, and came 

home in 1946. Three years later his father died in March and the city dedicated a mile of palms to 
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his memory in October ð planted, that summer, by the son who had taken over the business 

between those two dates.84 

 

The same hand returns across every phase: 308 trees at two dollars a foot in 1949; two dollars a 

foot again in 1955 for the AlejoïRamon trees; roughly two hundred more of robusta  and filifera  

at eight dollars a foot for the 1956ï57 South Palm Canyon extension, with a further fifty the city 

itself brought from Arizona for Neel to set; and the DeMuth Park tree -moving in 1962. Some of 

the stock came off his own ground. The nursery he built on East Palm Canyon Drive was a tree 

farm before it was anything else, and a later account of the property records that it once carried a 

full farm of palms, many of which went into Palm Canyon Drive. 85 

 

What he did afterward matters to the nomination as much as what he planted. Neel served two 

decades as the landscape expert on the cityôs Architectural Advisory Committee ð the body that 

reviewed design ð then on the Planning Commission from 1986, and on the City Council from 

April 1988 to April 1992. He helped raise the money for the Living Desert Reserve and for the 

Desert Museum. He died on August 11, 2001, at eighty-three, and was buried at Welwood Murray 

Cemetery. The man who set the trees spent the next fifty years sitting on the boards that decided 

how the town would look, and his own house on East Palm Canyon has since been named a 

historic resource by the same city.86 

 

One family, one nursery, three campaigns ð the continuity of the maker is part of what lets the 

whole length read as one designed resource. 

 

The city staff and the electrical engineers made the light ð the strand of authorship that most 

decisively answers the ñitôs only treesò objection, because the lighting was engineered around the 

fronds. City Engineer George Minturn  described the fixtures as a ñtailor-made job to fit the 

height, girth and distance of the fronds from the light source,ò not a ñhand-me-down job,ò 

staggered so that no two lights fell in a straight line down the drive, built to keep the palms from 

vanishing after the sun drops behind Mount San Jacinto. Each palm was set with its own conduit 

and its own water outlet. Palm Springs Electric supplied the eight thousand feet of inch-and-a-

quarter conduit that summer, at $4,426.43 ð the raceway, not the light. The distribution system 

that would energize it was advertised that December and awarded on January 20, 1950 to Arthur 

Brudvik dba Coast Electric and Refrigeration Company at $19,012.14; the fixtures were bought 

separately in September 1950 for $3,496.80. Three purchases, three contractors, three figures, 
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and they should not be collapsed into one.87 The scheme is inseparable from the skirted silhouette 

it was designed to light ð which is affirmative evidence that the skirt is the intended historic 

character, not an accident of neglect. The engineering did not end with the core: it was Public 

Works Di rector Frank Hamerschlag who, in 1958, costed the extension of the same palms-lights -

and-water composition out to Araby Point, carrying Minturnôs design intent down the length of 

the drive. 

 

Lawrence Crossley  kept them alive. Eleven months after the trees went in, the City Manager 

reported that maintenance of the palms on Palm Canyon Drive and of the landscaping at the Polo 

Grounds ñrequire more attention than it is possible to supply through the Cityôs three-man street 

crew,ò and recommended engaging Crossley as an independent contractor at a hundred dollars a 

month to attend to the watering of the trees and the maintenance of the irrigation ditches. The 

Council agreed on May 3, 1950. Until that resolution the irrigation of the allée was a budget line 

ð nineteen hundred dollars in tree utilities against a hundred and eighty in tree maintenance in 

the first General Fund appropriation of November 1949, a ratio that says the water was running 

and nothing about who ran it. 88 

 

One further measure of what the town was buying that summer. In the same weeks the palms 

were going into Palm Canyon Drive, the City of Palm Springs was engaging a landscape architect 

for its two civic parks. Ralph D. Cornell ð who had designed the Bettye Cree studio grounds here 

in 1927, landscaped the Palm Springs Biltmore in 1948, and drawn the master plan of Griffith and 

Elysian parks in Los Angeles ð was interviewed before the council, the city planners, and Ruth 

Hardyôs park board in the week of June 24, 1949; chosen unanimously as designer for the Field 

Club, now Sunrise Park, on June 30; and retained on July 22 for the north-end park the city now 

calls Ruth Hardy Park, at roughly $133 an acre. Harry Williams Architects was engaged the same 

evening for the buildings, with E. Stewart Williams ð chairman of the all®eôs tree-planting 

committee ð in charge of the ball park work. The same page of that weekôs Desert Sun that carried 

the councilôs approval of Cornellôs plan carried the award of the contract for the conduit that would 

one day light the all®eôs palms.89 Cornell had no part in the allée, and this nomination does not 

suggest he did. The point is the milieu. A town that in one season commissioned professional 

landscape plans for two parks and a lit, spaced, two-species allée down its main street was not 

gardening. 
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3.7 Extension: the whole -length allée (1954 ï c. 1963)  

The 1949 mile was the core, not the whole. From the outset the design was conceived for the full 

length of the drive: the bond called for palms ñfrom the northern to the southern city limits with 

accessory lighting.ò That whole-length intent is itself part  of the historic design ð what the city 

set out to make, documented in its own authorizations ð and through the 1950s it carried the 

planting outward in named campaigns, in every direction, with the same figures recurring: Ruth 

Hardy still driving it, the same civic associations organizing it, and Neelôs Nursery still supplying 

it. Each campaign is documented at the point that matters for a designed landscape ð the intent, 

the authorization, the funding, and the makers ð whether or not a completion notice survives for 

every reach. 

 

North.  The north end was carried by a property-ownersô movement working hand in hand with 

the city, and its organizers were among the resortôs prominent residents. In 1954 the city opened 

a property-owner phase ð thirteen owners applied for palms donated by A. M . Liebling, the city 

planting them free and owners maintaining them. The Palm Springs Miracle Mile Association 

formed in 1955 to plant palms on North Palm Canyon Drive between Stevens and Alvarado; the 

Central Palm Canyon Drive Association organized in 1957 to extend the illuminated palms from 

Tamarisk toward Stevens, calling the reach the ñGateway to the City,ò with the motion-picture 

producer Sol Lesser and George Gannon as vice chairmen under chairman Culver Nichols. By 

1958 the North Palm Canyon Drive Association had named a rights-of-way committee ð Lesser 

again, with Harold Hicks, Armand Tuornnet , and Culver Nichols ð and Lesser and Nichols wrote 

the membership that Mayor Frank Bogert was ñ100 percent for an improvement programò of 

ñwidening and paving, curbs and gutters, sidewalks, palm trees, and street lighting.ò The financing 

was worked out as a three-step program: an assessment district for the curbs, gutters, and 

sidewalks; the state to pave the street to the new curbs; and ña bond issue could go to the people 

for the planting of palm trees from Alejo north,ò the reach running from Alejo to the old city gates. 

The city put its own weight behind that in February 1958, resolving to recommend to the State 

Division of Highways that the unimproved reach of State Sign Route 111 ð North Palm Canyon 

Drive, south of San Rafael Drive and north of the improved roadside ð be widened to four lanes 

with concrete curbs and gutters. The recitals set out the case: more than five thousand vehicles a 

day, an unimproved stretch running into the developed town and inducing speed, and no curbs 

to protect the pedestrian or any improvements installed in the right -of-way. Assessment-district 

financing was closed to the abutting owners because the road belonged to the state ð and those 

owners had ñindicated a desire to improve the State right-of-way with the installation  of sidewalks 
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and street trees, with ornamental lighting.ò The resolution also records what the finished part of 

the street was by then called: a portion of the highway ñhas been improved to the extent that it 

has been called óthe most beautiful Main Street in the world,ôò while the unimproved portions 

ñreflect to the discredit of the State as much as the beautified portions redound to the credit of the 

State.ò90 The division of labor was explicit ð City Manager Peterson said the association would 

install the palm trees and the city would contribute funds for improvement and beautification ð 

and the gate itself had a location: in May 1958, on Councilwoman Mary Carlinôs initiative, the 

Council moved to light the clumps of palms on both sides of the drive at San Rafael Drive, ñwhere 

the old entrance to the city is located,ò at a cost near $1,370, to ñeffect a welcome to visitors.ò The 

trees planted north of Tamarisk stood farther apart than those in the 1949 core, averaging about 

sixty feet. 

 

South.  The southern extension was the one carried to the voters. It rode the 1955ï56 municipal 

bond campaign ð the public hearings of December 1955, the Councilôs approval of a $3.5-million 

issue in January 1956, and the election of February 14, 1956, at which most of the package failed 

but the palms carried. Amid a taxpayer revolt that voted down the airport, the golf course, the 

sewer expansion, and the new DeMuth Park, the proposition for palm trees and lights on South 

Palm Canyon Drive (with lighting on India n Avenue) passed at 67.4 percent ð the townspeople 

taxing themselves for the palms while rejecting nearly everything else. The city then met the 

practical problems of scale: it advertised for 197 trees and found ñnot a supplier in the Southland 

who can sell this number at one time,ò specifying 15-to-20-foot Washingtonia filifera  and 

robusta ; it let the E. L. Yeager Company contract for the waterlines and conduit; and it engaged 

Neelôs Nursery, at eight dollars a foot, to set roughly two hundred more palms along South Palm 

Canyon from Ramon toward Indian Trail, Earl Neel to finish by August 1 957. As north of 

Tamarisk, the southern spacing averaged about sixty feet. The campaign has a documented close. 

In May 1958 the Council recorded that the bond fund raised for the Indian Avenue street lights 

and the trees on South Palm Canyon Drive had done its work ð ñwhich projects have been 

completedò ð and directed the unexpended balance of $19,455.82 into the 1956 Bond Retirement 

Fund.91 

 

East.  The eastern reach was Hardyôs again, a decade after the core. In May 1958, in the wake of 

the sewer bond election, Councilwoman Hardy asked the Director of Public Works to draw plans 

and costs for a further bond to complete the palm-tree lighting of the d rive and to continue the 

planting ñat the end of the trees now on East Palm Canyon Drive and take them out to Araby 
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Point.ò A week later the plan had a price: Public Works Director Frank Hamerschlag reported to 

the Council an investigation into lighting both sides of the drive ñto complete it from the old city 

limits to Araby Point,ò at $49,000 a mile for trees, lights, and water lines. The design intent had 

moved into engineering and budget: a costed, council-level plan to carry the full composition ð 

palms, lighting, and irrigation together ð to the townôs eastern edge. That the palms already stood 

on East Palm Canyon Drive by 1958, and that the Council priced their extension to Araby Point, 

documents the authored, Hardy-led program reaching east a full decade past the 1949 core. 

 

Two things run underneath all of it. The first is that the city had a name for what it was doing. In 

October 1955, between the two bond issues, the Council bought forty mature palms that a paving 

contractor was pulling out of a street-widening job in the ColtonïRiverside area, for the cost of 

removal and freight ð and it bought them expressly for ñthe Cityôs Palm Canyon Drive Palm Tree 

Planting program,ò against a balance of some sixteen thousand dollars then standing in a Street 

Tree Fund. A named, funded, standing program was running between the campaigns. The two 

bond issues are two fundings of one continuous work, not two separate projects. The second is 

that some of these palms are salvage: forty out of a Riverside road widening in 1955, and fifty of 

the two hundred and fifty in the 1956 award to be acquired by the city from Arizona and planted 

by Neel at half the rate that included furnishing. The trees on this drive were sourced wherever 

mature stock could be had.92 

 

And the city learned from the 1950 licenses. Building the southern half in 1956 it stopped 

borrowing walls: instead of permission removable on sixty daysô notice, it took recorded grant-

deed easements across the frontages, running with the land, each reciting that conduit was to be 

installed in South Palm Canyon Drive for the lighting of palm trees. That change is the clearest 

evidence available that the 1950 arrangement was understood at the time to be a weakness ð and 

it means the southern lighting easements are recorded instruments, findable in the County 

Recorder.93 

 

The supply behind all of this was increasingly the cityôs own. In 1957 the Park and Recreation 

director O. R. Crabtree launched a municipal palm nursery at the sewage-disposal plant, irrigated 

with plant water and grown on for future street planting, and i n January 1958 the Council 

authorized the purchase of a thousand two-year-old palms for it. Meanwhile mature palms were 

moved as the town reshaped itself: the historic Coffman palms shifted from the Indian -Tahquitz 

corner to Cameron Center in 1955, the Tahquitz Drive palms lifted for street widening in 1957, 
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and trees relocated from the old DeMuth Park site by Earl Neel. The resource is therefore a whole-

length allée built in phases and directions, its core dedicated in 1949 and its extensions carried 

through about 1963 ð one authored civic landscape, developed over a decade and a half.94 

 

 

Figure 13.  A palm being set by crane on North Palm Canyon Drive near Vista Chino, 1960 ð the same 

operation, eleven years on. The crown is bound for transport, as it was in 1949 (compare Figure 10), and 

the light standards are already installed along the walk: trees  and lighting continued to go in as one 

composition. Photograph by Gayle Photo, Palm Springs; courtesy Palm Springs Historical Society.  

 

The whole-length intent was shared by the state: in 1958 the highway district, with the cityôs 

planning consultant Simon Eisner, pressed to improve ñthe entire street from Tamarisk to the city 

gates in one project,ò Councilwoman Carlin urging that the widening be done first and ñfollow 

with sidewalks, palm trees and light improvements later.ò The townôs reverence for the tree 

extended to its oldest specimens: in 1958 the roughly two-century-old palms at the mineral baths 
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ð reported by local Cahuilla accounts to have grown from seed dropped by birds at the springs, 

once the only palms in Palm Springs ð were lifted and moved by Millard Wright to be replanted 

when the new desert spa was complete. 

 

By the end of the decade the result was already understood as the townôs emblem. A 1958 Chamber 

of Commerce feature called Palm Canyon Drive one of the most beautiful shopping streets in the 

world and, picturing the lit rows at night, wrote that the ñlighted palm trees, symbolic of Palm 

Springsò were what added to the driveôs attractiveness after dark ð that ñbeauty has become 

synonymous with Palm Springs, and the Village has become synonymous with beauty.ò A decade 

after the first tree went in, the lit all ée was not one civic amenity among many; it was the image 

the town used to describe itself. 

 

The town took the allée as its own almost at once. Within six years of planting, commercial 

postcard publishers were selling the street by its trees: ñpalm lined setting for many of the worldôs 

smartest shops,ò ñthis exciting palm-bordered avenue,ò ñthe famous palm-lined main 

thoroughfare,ò ñthis beautiful palm-lined throughfareò [sic]. Four publishers, three decades, the 

same defining feature ð the palms, not the shops or the mountain, are what the postcards were 

selling.95 

 

The all®e was also the townôs ceremonial ground. During Desert Circus week the banners were 

strung across the drive between the palms, and the Desert Circus parade ð floats, bands, 

caparisoned horses, the reigning Queen at its head ð ran along Palm Canyon Drive itself. 96 The 

trees framed the processions they had been planted to make. 
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Figure 14.  Palm Canyon Drive during Desert Circus week, April 18 ï22, 1956, with the festival banners 

strung between the palms. The two foreground filifera  carry well -developed skirts. The souvenir lettering 

is part of the artifact: this is how the resort sold its own main street. ñPalm Canyon Drive, Palm Springs, 

California,ò no. PS-125, Post Cards of the Desert, Palm Springs; Curteichcolor. The view is fixed to a five-

day window by the banner dates; postally used January 24, 1961.  

 

3.8 The founding mothers of Palm Springs  

Ruth Hardy did not appear from nowhere. She belongs to a generation of women who made Palm 

Springs ð who arrived with little, bought land, built the hotels and the institutions, and ran a 

great deal of the town for half a century. That generation is the context in which her twelve years 

on the Council should be read, and it is set out here because the city has never set it out for itself. 

Riverside has documented the equivalent pattern next door, in an adopted context statement: 

clubwomen, a City Beautification Committee, the beautification of Magnolia Avenue. 97 Palm 

Springs has nothing of the kind. 

 

The generation is documented, and it is wider than beautification. Lavinia Crocker opened the 

first sanatorium in 1893, and the women who followed her came for a sick husband or a sick lung 

and stayed to build businesses. Nellie Coffman opened the Desert Inn in 1909 and made its thirty -

five-acre garden the model every desert resort that followed copied ð a palm court, a cactus 

garden, courts set among the plantings. Ernie Pyle wrote in 1942 that the whole vogue of desert 
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vacationing ñwas built on one womanôs spiritual love of the desert.ò She sat on the school board 

for all but two years between 1923 and 1946, founded the Welfare and Friendly Aid Society, and 

helped establish the Palm Springs Womanôs Club in 1938. Pearl McCallum McManus bought back 

most of her fatherôs land, built the Oasis Hotel in 1924, the first apartment house, the first 

subdivision and the Tennis Club she thought her best work ð and in 1937 gave the Womanôs Club 

the ground at Baristo and Cahuilla for its clubhouse, where the landscape architects Bashford and 

Barlow anchored the patio with clusters of native Washingtonia filifera  set against the mountain. 

Cornelia White bought land in the middle of town, deeded part of it to the Desert Museum in 1947, 

and left her 1893 house to the Historical Society; it stands on the Village Green. Her sister Florilla, 

a physician, served as village health officer and brought nurses down from Riverside to meet the 

influenza epidemic of 1918. Zaddie Bunker ran a garage, took the first chauffeurôs license issued 

to a woman in California, and became one of the villageôs largest landowners. Harriet Cody, 

widowed and living in a tent in Tahquitz Canyon with two horses, built them into a string of thirty -

five and opened the first riding stable in Palm Springs, then turned the profits into land and built 

Casa Cody.98 

 

Melba Bennett was the one who wrote it down. She founded the Palm Springs Garden Club in 

1946 and was the first to write at length about what would and would not grow in this valley, 

running a monthly column in the Villager  called ñThrough the Garden Gateò and, in 1956, writing, 

illustrating and publishing The Palm Springs Garden Book with the Club ð a chapter on trees, 

palms among them, beside chapters on shrubs, bulbs, vines and ground covers. She founded the 

Palm Springs Historical Society in 1955 and served as its president, and she wrote two books on 

the poet Robinson Jeffers besides. Nellie Coffman, watching her take on one more office, wrote to 

her: ñFrom one busy woman to anotheré remember that youôre not made of steel or iron. Ease up 

a little, girl, ease up.ò 

 

One more body of women was governing in Palm Springs in these years, and no account of the 

founding mothers is complete without it. Vyola Olinger ð later Vyola Ortner ð was elected to the 

Tribal Council of the Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians in 1952, and in 1954 was elected 

chairman of an all-woman council, with Eileen Miguel, LaVerne Saubel, Flora Patencio and 

Elizabeth Pete Monk. Fully female councils followed for several years. What they governed was 

the ground the city was pressing on: Section 14, six hundred and forty acres at the center of town, 

where workers kept out of Palm Springs housing by redlining and by price lived on short leases 

without reliable water or power, and which the townôs boosters had been trying to get hold of since 
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the 1920s. Ortner testified against termination in 1954 against a developer appearing for the City 

of Palm Springs; she carried the case for longer leases to Congress, put a counter-plan before 

public hearings in Palm Springs, and by 1959 the tribe had the legislation that made development 

of its own land possible. She retired from the council that year. In 1980 she became the first tribal 

member elected to the Palm Springs City Council.99 

 

Hardy is the last of that line and the first of another. She is the one who carried the instinct out of 

the hotels and the clubs and into elected office ð the first woman on the Palm Springs City 

Council, in 1948, in a town where women had built a good deal of what there was to govern. Mary 

Carlin followed her in 1958, Vyola Ortner in 1980, and there has been a woman on the Council for 

most of the years since. Her twelve years, and her work, are set out at Section 3.6 and Appendix 

B. What this section supplies is the reason they were possible.100 

 

A recommendation to the City.  The material in this section is drawn from newspapers, 

periodicals, and books. It ought to be drawn from an adopted historic context statement, and it 

cannot be, because Palm Springs has not commissioned one. The city has no framework for 

evaluating the resources associated with the women who made it ð no statement of themes, no 

periods, no property types, no registration requirements. Every such resource must therefore be 

argued from the ground up, one nomination at a time, which is exactly what this docu ment is 

doing for Ruth Hardy.  

 

Riverside has done the work. Its Womenôs Historic Context Statement, prepared in January 2026 

by Historic Resources Group ð the firm that has done survey work for Palm Springs ð sets out 

the cityôs womenôs history as a series of evaluable themes, each with its own periods, property 

types and registration requirements. Civic beautification is one of them: the clubwomen, the City 

Beautification Committee and the beautification of Magnolia Avenue, assembled into a context 

against which any individual resource can be measured. It is a working model, by a consultant 

Palm Springs already knows, forty-five miles away.101 

 

The City of Palm Springs should commission a Historic Context Statement on the 

founding mothers of Palm Springs.  It should be scoped to the whole of the subject: the 

innkeepers, landowners and entrepreneurs of the first generation ð Crocker, Coffman, McCallum 

McManus, the White sisters, Bunker, Cody; the second generation who worked through landscape 

and institution s ð Bennett, Hardy; the councilwomen who followed Hardy from 1958 onward; 
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and, prepared in consultation with the Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians and its Tribal 

Historic Preservation Officer, the women of the all -woman Tribal Councils of the 1950s. The 

associated resources are still standing: the Ingleside Inn, the Palm Springs Womanôs Club, the 

Tennis Club, Casa Cody, the Cornelia White house on the Village Green, Ruth Hardy Park, the 

Desert Inn gates, the Agua Caliente Spa site ð and this allée. A context statement would let the 

city weigh all of them against one adopted standard rather than a series of one-off arguments, and 

it would put on the record, in the cityôs own language, what this nomination has had to assemble 

out of a variety of sources. 

4. Character -defining features  

Under the standard vocabulary for a designed landscape ð spatial organization, vegetation, 

circulation, and site furnishings and objects ð the all®eôs defining features are:102 

4.1 Spatial organization  

Å The continuous double row  along both sides of Palm Canyon Drive, the two ranks facing 

each other across the street and reading as a single composition. 

Å A module of roughly thirty -five feet on center , specified in 1949 as thirty-five to 

forty feet, held consistently along the length of the drive. Later campaigns averaged sixty 

feet. 

Å Staggered crown heights.  The original planting ran from a twelve -foot minimum to a 

thirty -five-foot maximum, averaging near twenty, so that the crowns break any flat line 

and the rows read as a living colonnade rather than a fence. 

Å The procession and gateway character  of the corridor ð the approach by which the 

town is entered from the north ð continuing down South Palm Canyon and terminating 

on East Palm Canyon Drive. 

Å The setback relationship  of the rows to curb and sidewalk, fixed by the Council on June 

8, 1949: through the commercial core between Alejo and Arenas the new trees were 

aligned to the mature palms already standing, and north of Alejo and south of Arenas they 

were set back three feet against a widening then anticipated. 

4.2 Vegetation  

Å The two Washingtonia species in deliberate combination  ð the native 

Washingtonia filifera  and the Washingtonia robusta  ð planted half and half under the 

1949 contract. 
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Å The contrast of trunk and crown  the pairing produces: the stout, skirted shaft of the 

filifera  against the tall, clean shaft of the robusta , alternating down the ranks.  

Å The maintained skirted silhouette  of the filifera  ð tapered at the bottom and full 

above twelve feet ð which the trees grew into as they gained height (see Section 7). 

Å Mature stock.  The allée was installed with boxed palms bought on the open market and 

crane-set, not with nursery whips, so the composition read as complete in its first season. 

Neelôs own tree farm on East Palm Canyon Drive is the likeliest source of much of the 

stock. 

4.3 Circulation  

Å The linear axis of Palm Canyon Drive  itself, which the planting frames and defines.  

Å The public right -of -way as the resourceôs ground. This is a street landscape: the 

rows are read from the roadway and from the sidewalk both, and the palms stand in public 

ownership and public use. 

4.4 Site furnishings, objects, and systems  

Å The tree -mounted lighting scheme , with fixtures made to the height, girth, and 

distance of the fronds and aimed up into the crowns, so that the palms hold the street after 

dark. 

Å The staggering of the fixtures , so that no straight line of lights runs down the drive, 

with the up -and-down treatment at the corners. 

Å Lighting conduit laid at the moment of planting  rather than retrofitted afterward.  

Å The photo -electric switch control  that put the whole mile on automatic dusk -to-dawn 

operation from its first night, raised high on poles at the power companyôs insistence for 

safety.103 

Å The service, metering and switching mounted on the abutting commercial 

buildings  under fifteen licenses signed by the frontage owners in 1950 ð the physical 

hardware most likely to survive, and the record of the townôs participation in the work.104 

Å Individual irrigation  ð a permanent water line with an outlet at every tree. 

Å The Neel commemorative monument  at Andreas Road and Palm Canyon Drive: a 

plaque set in a stone base at the foot of a grouping of three Washingtonia robusta , 

dedicating the first mile to the pioneer nurseryman Clarence C. Neel. The plaque was 

stolen and the stone base has gone since; two of the palms remain. A replacement plaque, 

on a new base at the same corner, is recommended. 
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5. Evaluation  

5.1 The standard applied  

Chapter 8.05 of the Palm Springs Municipal Code requires two findings for a Class 1 historic 

resource. Under section 8.05.070(C)(1)(a), the resource must exhibit exceptional historic 

significance  and meet one or more of seven enumerated criteria. Under section 

8.05.070(C)(1)(b), it must be evaluated for integrity of location, design, setting, materials, 

workmanship, feeling and association , according to the National Park Service bulletin How 

to Apply the National Register Criteria for Evaluation . Significance is addressed in this section; 

integrity in Section 6. 105 

 

Three features of the ordinance bear on a landscape nomination. The codeôs own definition of a 

Class 1 historic resource extends to a resource having ñaesthetic significance,ò and provides that 

such a resource ñmay include all or a portion of the site itselfò ð so the category is not confined to 

buildings. The application requirements ask for an assessment of character-defining features 

naming ñlandscape elementsò among them. And both the Historic Site Preservation Boardôs 

resolution and the Councilôs must carry a list of the character-defining features; the list at Section 

4 is drafted to be adopted.106 

5.2 Evaluation against the criteria  

(i) Associated with events that have made a meaningful contribution to the nation, 

state or community. ð MET.  The allée is the surviving centerpiece of the 1949 municipal 

beautification program, a $950,000 bond measure placed before the voters in March 1949 and 

ratified by them. The planting was the programôs first project, put to bid in February on 

Councilwoman Hardyôs recommendation, and it was carried out as one coordinated effort with 

the sidewalk benches authorized in the same session and with the yearôs sign ordinance, meant to 

hold the village ñon a resort caliber with a minimum of commercialism.ò107 The project then 

continued on North, South, and East Palm Canyon Drives, in phases. The bond programôs other 

works have been altered, replaced, or absorbed. The allée remains. 

 

(ii) Associated with the lives of persons who made a meaningful contribution to 

national, state or local history. ð MET.  The allée is an authored landscape, and four of its 

makers are documented by name in the contemporary record (Section 3.6). 
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Ruth Hardy  was the first woman elected to the Palm Springs City Council, in 1948, and served 

twelve years, longer than anyone then to have sat on that body. It was her motion the Council 

adopted on February 2, 1949; she called the joint meeting that fixed species and spacing, insisted 

on a permanent water line with an outlet at every tree, held the first planting until the tree -

committee chairman could attend, and was still calling councilmen about the trees in 1964. At her 

death the Desert Sun named the lighted palms her greatest memorial. The allée is her most visible 

civic work, and it is the principal surviving work of the founding -mothers generation of civic 

beautification in Palm Springs.  

 

E. Stewart Williams  was one of the architects who defined Palm Springs modernism, and in 

1949 he chaired the committee that set the all®eôs design. Cornell- and Pennsylvania-trained, four 

years a teacher of art and design, three years into a Palm Springs practice that had already 

produced the Sinatra house, he was named at the time by the Desert Sun as head of the tree 

committee. The six conditions the Council adopted as Resolution No. 2587 on June 8, 1949 are 

his committeeôs work: the line of the rows, the three-foot setback, water to each tree by pipeline, 

and conduit for lighting laid at the momen t of trenching.  

 

Clarence C. Neel , the pioneer desert nurseryman, is the person to whose memory the first mile 

was formally dedicated on October 1, 1949 ð an association created by the city itself, by resolution 

and public ceremony, and marked by a plaque set in a stone monument. His son Earl Neel  

supplied and set the trees across the 1949, 1955 and 1956ï57 campaigns, much of the stock 

coming off his own tree farm, and then spent two decades as the landscape expert on the cityôs 

Architectural Advisory Committee, sat on the Planning Commission from 1986, and served on the 

City Council from April 1988 to April 1992. The man who planted the allée spent the rest of his 

life on the bodies that decided how the town would look. 

 

(iii) Reflects or exemplifies a particular period of national, state or local history. ð 

MET.  The allée exemplifies the postwar remaking of Palm Springs from winter village to year-

round resort city, and it does so as a late and unusually intact expression of the City Beautiful 

impulse reaching a Southern California resort main street (Sections 3.3 and 3.8). Its period is 

legible in its fabric: the two -species schedule, the regular module, the individual water service, 

and above all the tree-mounted lighting, which was a 1949ï50 solution to a 1949 problem ð how 

to make a desert main street a nocturnal spectacle for a season that began in October. 
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(iv) Embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period or method of 

construction. ð MET.  The type is the allée, a designed form with a documented lineage set out 

at Section 3.3.108 The distinctive characteristics are present and measurable: a double row on both 

curbs; a module of roughly thirty -five feet, specified as thirty-five to forty; a deliberate two -species 

alternation of Washingtonia filifera  and Washingtonia robusta , half and half, for variation in 

trunk and crown; a specified planting height range; individual irrigation outlets at each tree; and 

lighting conduit laid at the moment of planting rather than retrofitted. 109 

 

The method of construction is equally distinctive and is documented photographically: mature 

palms boxed at a local nursery, hauled to site, crane-set into prepared holes with crowns bound 

for transport, each receiving its own water outlet and light condui t as it went in (Figures 9, 10, 13). 

This is not the planting of nursery whips along a curb. It is the installation of a mature designed 

landscape in a single season at a massive scale. The planting of the palm tree allée would carry on 

in phases through the early 1960s. 

 

(v) Presents the work of a master builder, designer, artist, or architect whose 

individual genius influenced his or her age, or possesses high artistic value. ð MET, 

on the second limb. The allée is not a signed work of a master in the way a building is signed. 

Williams chaired the committee that set the design and is a recognized master of Palm Springs 

architecture, and his role is documented; he presided over a design settled in committee. 

 

The criterionôs second limb is the stronger ground, and it is independent of authorship: the all®e 

possesses high artistic value. Its composition was consciously pictorial ð a procession of paired 

rows converging on the mountain, drawn in advance by the Villagerôs cover artist and built 

substantially as drawn (Figure 6). Its illumination was designed as an artistic effect: fixtures 

tailor -made to the height, girth and distance of the fronds, staggered so that no line of lights ran 

straight down the drive, and aimed to keep the crowns hanging ñlike a ghostly shadow on 

moonless nights.ò The cityôs own manager said plainly that aesthetics figured prominently in the 

choice. Within six years four separate commercial publishers were selling the street to visitors by 

its palms (Section 3.8). A landscape whose artistic effect is that legible, that deliberate, and that 

widely reproduced possesses high artistic value on any ordinary reading of the phrase. 
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(vi) Represents a significant and distinguishable entity whose components may lack 

individual distinction. ð MET . No single palm on Palm Canyon Drive is distinguished. The 

allée is. This criterion describes the resource more exactly than any other in the ordinance, 

because the significance lies in the row and not in any member of it.  

 

(vii) Has yielded or may be likely to yield information important to national, state 

or local history or prehistory. ð NOT CLAIMED.  No archaeological or informational 

potential is asserted for the planting itself. Nothing in this nomination should be read as a 

statement about subsurface resources within the right-of-way, which are a separate question and 

one on which the Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians, whose Tribal Historic Preservation 

Officer receives the application under section 8.05.070(B)(1), is the appropriate authority. 110 

 

5.3 The threshold: exceptional significance  

The ordinance does not ask only whether a resource is significant; it asks whether the significance 

is exceptional.111 Five things carry the allée over that threshold. 

 

It is documented to an unusual degree. The design intent, the species schedule, the spacing, the 

irrigation and lighting requirements, the contractor and the unit price, the first tree, the 

dedication, the lighting trials, and the maintenance policy are each fixed to a dated primary 

source. Few designed landscapes of the period in this city can be reconstructed in that detail. 

 

It is the cityôs own signature. The all®e is not merely a well-preserved example of a type; it is the 

image by which Palm Springs has sold and represented itself continuously from 1949 to the 

present ð on postcards from the mid -fifties, in the cityôs own promotional language, and in the 

ordinary understanding of residents and visitors. The Desert Sun said on the day the first tree 

went in that the project would change the entire appearance of the townôs main thoroughfare.112 

It did.  

 

It was paid for by everyone. The cityôs property tax rate for 1949ï50 was $1.31 per $100 of assessed 

valuation, of which thirty -one cents serviced the bonds authorized at the April election; for 1950ï

51 the rate was $1.28, of which twenty-eight cents did. Better than a fifth of the tax bill of Palm 

Springs carried the propositions that bought the palms ð and the whole Palm Tree Project, 

distribution system, change orders and fixtures together, came to $21,718.03, roughly what the 
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city spent that same year lighting one baseball diamond. The allée was not a line in a beautification 

budget. It was carried on a dedicated levy every property owner paid.113 

 

It is a commemorative landscape as well as an ornamental one. The dedication of the first mile to 

Clarence C. Neel gives the resource a second and independent ground of significance, created 

deliberately by the city. 

 

And it survives as a composition. In some cases, individual trees have been replaced; the 

composition has not been broken. What was designed in 1949 can still be read on the ground in 

2026 ð which is the subject of Section 6. 

5.4 Summary  

The Palm Canyon Drive Palm Allée is eligible for designation as a Class 1 Historic Resource under 

PSMC 8.05.070(C)(1). Criteria (i) through (v) are each independently met: the allée is the 

surviving centerpiece of the 1949 municipal beautification program; it is associated with Ruth 

Hardy, E. Stewart Williams, and Clarence C. and Earl Neel; it exemplifies the postwar remaking 

of Palm Springs; it embodies the distinctive characteristics of the allée as a designed form; and it 

possesses high artistic value. Criterion (vi) describes the resource more exactly than any other in 

the ordinance and is met, subject to confirmation that the cit y reads it as available to a linear 

resource in the public right -of-way. Criterion (vii) is not claimed. The significance is exceptional 

within the meaning of section 8.05.070(C)(1)(a), for the reasons given at Section 5.3. 

6. Integrity  

6.1 The standard  

Section 8.05.070(C)(1)(b) requires the resource to be evaluated for integrity of location, design, 

setting, materials, workmanship, feeling and association, following the National Park Service 

bulletin How to Apply the National Register Criteria for Evaluation .114115 Integrity is not 

condition, and it is not perfection. It is the survival of the physical characteristics that convey the 

significance claimed ð so the question here is whether the allée still conveys a designed civic 

landscape of 1949 authored by the people named in Section 5.2, and it is answered against that 

claim and no other. 

 

Two points of guidance govern how the test applies to living material. Preservation Brief 36, 

Protecting Cultural Landscapes: Planning, Treatment and Management of Historic 



56  |  P a l m  C a n y o n  D r i v e  P a l m  T r e e  A l l e e   
 

Landscapes, directs that in evaluating integrity, care should be taken to consider change itself, 

and offers a directly comparable case: at Port Oneida, in Michigan, the surface material of the 

roads has changed, and integrity is sustained by the surviving alignment, width, and rows of sugar 

maples.116 The California guidance is more explicit still: the integrity of a landscapeôs vegetation 

may be considered reasonably intact where the original vegetation is present regardless of 

appearance, and original plants altered by natural processes do not normally cause a loss of 

vegetative integrity even where the change is visually marked.117 A landscape is judged as a 

landscape, not as a building that happens to grow. 

6.2 The seven aspects  

Location. Retained in full.  The allée stands where it was planted, in the public right-of-way of 

Palm Canyon Drive, on the alignment fixed by the Council on June 8, 1949 ð rows on both curbs, 

aligned to the standing palms through the commercial core and set back three feet beyond it. 

Nothing has been relocated except the three palms shifted at Andreas Road within weeks of 

planting, by resolution, to correct a jog in the curb line.  

 

Design. Retained.  The elements that constitute the design are the double-row composition, the 

module of roughly thirty -five feet, the two-species alternation, the setback relationship to curb 

and walk, and the integration of irrigation and lighting at the moment of plantin g. Each survives 

and can be measured on the ground (Figure 15). The one design question that has been raised ð 

the skirted silhouette ð is addressed at Sections 7 and 6.3(b), where the record shows it to be the 

intended appearance rather than a departure from it.  

 

Setting. Retained, with the ordinary change of a working downtown.  The allée still 

performs the two spatial functions it was built for: it frames the townôs principal commercial 

street, and it forms the gateway and procession by which the town is entered from the north. The 

mountain terminus that the 1949 drawing put at the end of the corridor is unchanged. Individual 

buildings along the drive have been altered, replaced, and re-fronted many times, and will be 

again. That churn is the condition of a living main street, and the allée was designed against it: 

the palms are the constant element, and the storefronts the variable one. 

 

Materials. Retained, with documented replacement of individual trees.  The material 

of this resource is living, and is discussed at Section 6.3(a). The non-living material ð the 

irrigation and the lighting infrastructure, in their successive generations ð is addressed at Section 

6.5. 
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Workmanship. Retained and legible.  The workmanship of a designed landscape is read in 

the precision of its execution. Here it is visible in the regularity of the module across a mile and 

more; in the engineered provision of an individual water outlet and light conduit to every tree; 

and in the lighting fixtures, tailor -made to the height, girth and distance of the fronds, staggered 

so that no straight line of lights ran down the drive, and up -and-down at the corners. The 

photographic record of the installation ð boxed stock, crane, bound crowns, prepared holes 

(Figures 9, 10, 13) ð documents the standard of work. 

 

Feeling. Retained.  The allée conveys the ambition of the moment that made it: a resort village 

dressing its main street for a season, at scale, in a single summer, and lighting it for the evening. 

A visitor entering from the north today experiences the procession the 1949 program was built to 

produce. 

 

Association. Retained and documented.  The link to Ruth Hardy, to E. Stewart Williams, to 

the 1949 municipal beautification program, and to the memory of Clarence C. Neel is not inferred; 

it was established publicly at the time, by council action, by ceremony, and by a commemorative 

monument. The association survives the loss of the plaque itself (Section 6.5). 
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Figure 15.  Palm Canyon Drive looking south from Andreas Road, August 1995. The two files face each 

other across the street on the module set in 1949, and the corridor closes on the mountain. The palms 

along the left carry full collars of dried fronds beneath green crowns ð the maintained skirt, th irteen 

years after Minute Order 3116 and fourteen before Resolution 22475, and in the same year a council 

member, asked why the dead fronds were left, answered that it was the Palm Springs image (Appendix 

A). The street sign fixes the location: Andreas Road is the corner where the plaque to Clarence C. Neel 

stood in a stone monument at the base of the grouping of Washingtonia robusta (Section 3.6). Both 

plaque and stone are gone; two of the palms remain. Compare Figure 6, the effect drawn for the 

Villager b efore the trees were in the ground. Photograph by Giorgio Galeotti, August 1995; Wikimedia 

Commons, CC BY-SA 4.0 (creativecommons.org/licenses/by -sa/4.0).  

 

6.3 Three anticipated questions  

(a) The trees have been replaced.  Some have ð and the record shows the city managing that 

from the first decade. In 1959 the Council heard that palms in the core were failing, worst on South 

Palm Canyon between Baristo and Ramon; the Park and Recreation director diagnosed chlorosis 

under treatment, and Mayor Bogertôs specialists reported the trees ñthirsty,ò the water ñnot getting 

to the rootsò for want of irrigation space. That episode cuts both ways, and both ways favor the 

resource: the city diagnosed and treated rather than let the planting go, and the failure was read 

as too little watering ð confirming that individual irrigation was integral to the design.  
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The governing principle is settled. Where original plant material is lost, integrity is preserved by 

comparable plantings of similar species conveying the visual effect of the original; and where 

planting values lie in an expression of technology such as the spacing between plants, preserving 

the qualities that exhibit those values maintains integrity. 118 On this street the module and the 

species pairing are the integrity-bearing qualities, and both are intact. The proportion of surviving 

1949 stock is a question for the palm-by-palm inventory recommended at Section 8.5; it is not a 

question on which designation turns, and no nomination of a seventy -seven-year-old planted 

landscape could sensibly be made to turn on it. 

 

(b) The trees do not look as they did in the early photographs.  They do not, and the 

reason is that they have grown. A Washingtonia filifera  planted at twenty feet and standing at 

sixty carries a skirt; the same tree at twenty feet, freshly transplanted with its crown cut back and 

bound, could not. Change produced by the natural processes of the plant does not constitute a 

loss of vegetative integrity even where it alters appearance.119 The skirted silhouette is also the 

documented intended appearance, stated in print in the year of planting and in city policy from 

1959 (Section 7). 

 

(c) The street has been rebuilt around them.  It has. Palm Canyon Drive was resurfaced by 

the state in the summer the palms went in, and has been resurfaced, re-curbed, re-signed, and re-

lit repeatedly since. The California guidance addresses working transportation corridors directly: 

a resurfaced and slightly widened road may retain integrity where its alignment and essential 

features remain.120 The alignment, the rows, and the interval remain. What has changed is the 

surface between them. 

6.4 Integrity distinguished from condition  

Both must be addressed, and they are not the same test. Integrity is lost when features are 

removed or altered; condition can be poor while integrity remains high ð a neglected garden may 

have both.121 Some palms in the allée are in indifferent health, some have been trimmed harder 

than policy contemplates, and the lighting has been renewed more than once. Those are matters 

of condition, and they bear on treatment (Section 8) rather than on eligibility.  They are not 

arguments against designation; if anything they are arguments for it, since designation is what 

brings a maintenance standard with it.  
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6.5 Contributing, non -contributing, and former features  

For the resolutionôs list of character-defining features, see Section 4. For the purposes of integrity 

the components sort as follows. 

 

Contributing.  The palms of the 1949 planting and of the extension campaigns through about 

1963, in their surviving rows; the alignment and module; the two -species composition; the 

maintained skirted silhouette; the irrigation provision to individual trees; and the tree -mounted 

lighting scheme as a system. The robusta surviving at the southeast corner of Andreas Road are 

part of that fabric and carry the commemorative association, the monument having gone from 

between them. 

 

Contributing in kind.  Replacement palms of the same or similar species set on the historic 

module and in the historic pairing. To maintain the designed mix of palms, as trees need to be 

replaced, it is recommended that filifera  be replaced with filifera , and that robusta  be replaced 

with robusta . These sustain rather than dilute the composition, on the principle set out at Section 

6.3(a). 

 

Non -contributing.  Later plantings that depart from the module, the species schedule, or the 

double-row arrangement; and street furniture, signage, and lighting introduced after the period 

of significance that is unrelated to the tree-lighting system. 

 

Former contributing features.  The Neel commemorative plaque, set in a stone monument at 

Andreas Road and Palm Canyon Drive at the base of three Washingtonia robusta , removed by 

vandals before 1963 and of unrecorded fate; the stone base that carried it, which no longer stands; 

and the original 1950 light standards and fixtures, to the extent they have been replaced. All are 

documented. 

 

The loss of the plaque reduces the resource but does not undo it. The dedication it recorded is 

documented in the public record and in the press, and the trees it stood among are the memorial 

that survived. 

6.6 Summary integrity finding  

The allée retains integrity in all seven aspects. It stands where it was planted, on the alignment 

fixed in 1949. The double row, the module, the two-species composition, the irrigation provision, 
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and the lighting survive and can be measured on the ground. A visitor entering from the north 

experiences the procession the 1949 program was built to produce. Individual palms have been 

replaced across seventy-seven years, as any planted landscape of that age requires, and 

replacements set on the historic module and in the historic pairing sustain the composition rather 

than dilute it. The resource clearly conveys the designed civic landscape of 1949 described at 

Section 5, and it meets the integrity requirement of section 8.05.070(C)(1)(b).  

7. The maintained skirt  

The July 2026 city policy authorizing skirt removal rests its aesthetic case on a single assertion ð 

that Palm Springs ñdoes not have a long history of keeping palm tree skirtsò ð supported by one 

frame from a 1960s tourist film showing downtown palms trim med clean.122 The record answers 

it.  

 

The skirts were not left untouched. From the start the palms got a regular ñlight trim,ò and the 

character-defining feature is the maintained skirted silhouette ð the full petticoat kept, with only 

the lowest fronds sheared for clearance and to keep the lights unobstructed. That is the balance 

the city itself struck and held for decades: a documented policy of natural skirts trimmed only to 

ñaerial safety,ò carried from the 1950s through the 2009 resolution, with the 1949ï50 lighting 

built around the fronds  and inseparable from them. The full policy record is set out in Appendix 

A. 

 

Start where the claim is made. The assertion is about Palm Springs, so the first evidence should 

come from Palm Springs ð and it is older than the allée. In December 1940 the Palm Springs 

Desert Museum published an account of the native palm in the Desert Sun, written by its director, 

Lloyd Mason Smith. The dead leaves, he wrote, turn down and lie flat against the trunk in a thick 

gray-brown thatch; this ñthatching gives a skirt effect to the palms,ò and it is why Hawaii calls 

them hula palms. The museum thought the piece worth running again on March 12, 1943, when 

Smith had entered the armed service and Sam Hinton held the directorship ð reprinted, Hinton 

explained, because the museum kept being asked about the native palm.123 Three months after 

that reprint, a serviceman on a dayôs leave posted a card home from Palm Springs. On the front 

was the entrance drive of the Desert Inn, its filifera  carrying thatch well down the trunk (Figure 

4). The skirt was not a habit that crept in later. It was on the drive the town was proudest of, six 

years before the allée was planted and eleven before the first trim the record documents. 
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Smith returned to the subject in the Desert Sun of April 5, 1946, and this time he named the 

aesthetic question outright. In the natural state, he wrote, the thatch reaches the ground; in 

gardens and along streets, where the tree is now cultivated worldwide, that skirt is often ñtrimmed 

quite far up, giving a denuded, bare appearance.ò He called the untrimmed skirt picturesque. The 

column carried the Desert Museumôs copyright, and it ran three years before the first palm went 

into Palm Canyon Drive.124 

 

That is the answer to the cityôs claim, and it is a local answer. The standard the 2026 policy says 

has no long history here was published here, by the townôs own museum, in the townôs own 

newspaper, twice, before these trees existed ð and it treats the full skirt as the treeôs own condition 

and the trimmed trunk as the undesirable thing done to it. What follows in 1949 and after is 

continuity with that view: the Villagerôs specification in the summer of the planting, the natural-

look policy the Council adopted a decade later, the 2009 resolution, and the fifty-year record of 

trimming for clearance rather than skinning that Appendix A sets out.  

 

One species, and by design. The skirt is not a Washingtonia  trait but a filifera  one. Among roughly 

2,600 palm species, the desert fan palm is the one whose leaf stems hold to the trunk through the 

life of the tree, so that absent fire the thatch reaches the ground; the robusta  beside it sheds ð by 

wind, by age, by height ð and stands at maturity on a clean shaft. Everything set out here concerns 

the native tree. The cityôs own 2009 resolution drew the same line, keeping natural skirts on 

filifera  and directing skinning only for robusta .125 

 

That line is what makes the 1949 planting a composition rather than a row. The committee bought 

two silhouettes and set them alternating down both curbs: the stout, skirted trunk of one of the 

very few palms in the world that keep their leaves, against the tall, clean shaft of one that does 

not. To skin the filifera  is not to tidy the allée. It is to remove one of the two terms the design was 

built on and leave a mile of repeated form. The alternation is the character-defining feature, and 

the skirt is what makes the alternation legible. The contrast between the trees is by design. 

 

The wider literature had been saying the same thing for forty years, and it is worth setting out 

because the cityôs policy invokes professional practice. The botanist S. B. Parish stated it directly 

in 1907: a naked trunk crowned with living leaves, a mass of dead ones hanging beneath it, is not 

the natural aspect of the tree; left alone, the spent fronds would sheathe the trunk for most of its 
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length in a gray thatch, an ideal protection against the parching desert air. It is cultivated trees, 

he noted, from which the dead leaves are kept cut away.126 

 

Ralph Cornell said the same thing in 1938, in a volume titled Conspicuous California Plants , 

subtitled with Notes on Their Garden Uses, and named the motive. If undisturbed, he wrote, the 

thatch will cling to the trunk almost indefinitely; but because the dry material is inflammable it is 

seldom that one sees a palm in this natural state, and the modern gardener, planting California 

fan palms in his garden, all too often removes the dead leaves and peels the trunk to give it a clean 

appearance. Elsewhere in the same chapter he described the skirt as hanging naturally and 

clothing ñthe otherwise nakedness of the trunk.ò The Cityôs 2007 General Plan directs the skinning 

of trunks in the right -of-way to create a more maintained appearance.127 Cornell had described 

that act, in a book of professional garden guidance, as something a gardener does all too often ð 

and he was, in the same years, the landscape architect this city engaged for Sunrise Park and for 

the park it now calls Ruth Hardy Park  (Section 3.6). 

 

Between the two, the popular press said it twice. A 1929 Los Angeles Times photo essay noted that 

the stateôs one indigenous palm stood tall and stately in spite of its petticoats of dried fronds. In 

1942 a Times garden feature went further: the dead leaves of past seasons hang against the trunk 

and remain for years as a light brown thatch, and unfortunately this botanical hula skirt is seldom 

seen, as neatness demands that the dead leaves be cut away each season.128 That was published 

seven years before these trees were planted. What the city advances as settled professional 

practice was being regretted in print before the allée existed. 

 

Cornell also supplies the objection and its answer. The reason gardeners strip, he wrote, is that 

the dry material is highly inflammable ð and then, in the next sentence, that it is very interesting 

that fire does not kill the palms, so that one commonly sees them in their desert habitat with 

slender, fire-blackened trunks lifting crowns of fresh green leaves into the heat of a summer day. 

Parish, thirty years earlier, called the treesô survival of repeated burning evidence of their 

vitality. 129 Fire is a real question, and the targeted maintenance described in Section 8.4 answers 

it. It is not an argument about appearance. 

 

What that trim was, in the early years, was a hem ð and it was a hem for a reason. The 1949 trees 

went in between twelve and thirty -five feet and averaged near twenty, and the native filifera  

carries a wide canopy on a short trunk. On a young tree of that size the lowest fronds hang into 
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the sidewalk. The trees also began stripped: the photographs of the 1949 planting show the palms 

arriving with their crowns cut back and tied for transport, which is ordinary practice in moving a 

fan palm (Figure 10). Several seasons had to pass before a tree so handled carried a full crown 

again, and a skirt cannot begin to form until it does. Through the first decade the crews cut the 

bottom of the skirt back to clear the walk beneath and to keep the fronds off the light fixtures ð 

which is why photographs from those years show cleaner trunks than the drive carries now, and 

it is a photograph from exactly that period that the 2026 staff report puts forward as proof of the 

cityôs taste. The 1959 policy states the logic outright: the palms were to develop a natural look, 

complete with frond skirts, with young trees trimmed only until their fronds lifted to ñaerial 

safety.ò The clearance trim was a condition of youth, not the intended appearance. What the 

mature tree was meant to look like was stated in print in the year of the planting. In December 

1949, two months after the dedication, Edmund C. Jaeger ð the desert naturalist, writing in the 

Palm Springs Villager  ð described the native fan palm and noted, in the same article, that the 

tree had recently been planted along the streets of the Palm Springs business district beside the 

robusta. Palm groups, he wrote, always look best when there are ñthick, unmolested skirts of 

down-turned, dead leavesò hiding the trunks; in the dry desert air those attached dead leaves turn 

silver-gray or fawn, a color unknown to palms of damper climates, and the thatch makes an 

attractive contrast with the green leaf -tuft above.130 

 

That is a contemporary aesthetic standard for these trees, published locally, within the period of 

significance, by an author the town treated as an authority ð and it describes the skirt not as 

neglect but as the condition in which the palm looks best. The 1959 policy did not invent the 

preference. It wrote down what had been the stated local taste since the year the allée went in. As 

the palms gained height the skirts were allowed to form. A postcard view of the drive produced in 

1956 ð seven years after planting ð shows the change under way: collars of dried fronds held 

beneath the crowns of the taller palms, clean trunks on the shorter ones in the same block, on the 

same day, under the same maintenance (Figure 16). Whatever the cityôs practice was that 

morning, it produced both conditions at once, and the difference between the trees is height.131 

 

That variation is original. The 1949 trees went in between twelve and thirty -five feet, each arriving 

with its crown cut back for the move; each needed several seasons to rebuild a full head; and until 

a crown had risen clear of the walk the lower fronds were cut away for pedestrian clearance as a 

matter of course. Every tree therefore began holding its thatch in a different year, and no two were 

ever going to match. The unevenness along the drive is not a maintenance failure to be corrected. 
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It is the condition of a planting made from transplanted stock of mixed size, and it is why a single 

trimming standard applied across the allée would flatten a characteristic these palms have carried 

since the 1950s. 

 

Figure 16.  Looking north on Palm Canyon Drive, produced 1956. Collars of dried fronds are held beneath 

the crowns of the taller palms while shorter trees in the same block carry clean trunks ð the clearance 

hem of youth and the forming skirt of maturity in a single view. ñLooking North, on Palm Canyon Drive, 

Palm Springs, California,ò no. PS-120, Post Cards of the Desert, Palm Springs; Curteichcolor, production 

code 6C-K945, printed 1956. 
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Figure 17.  Palm Canyon Drive at night, looking north to Mount San Jacinto. Fixtures on the trunks throw 

light up into the crowns, the fronds carrying the light while the trunks stand dark beneath them ð the 

scheme City Engineer Minturn specified in 1950, tailor -made to the height, girth and distance of the fronds 

from the light source, working on mature trees that now carry their skirts. Compare Figure 7, the same 

effect on newly planted, bare -trunked palms in 1949. ñPicturesque Palm Canyon Drive at Night, Palm 

Springs, California,ò no. FS-228, Western Resort Publications, 1320 N. Broadway, Santa Ana; color 

photograph by Al Taylor; copyright Ferris H. Scott, Santa Ana. Undated; a postally used copy of 1958 

fixes the latest possible date of the view, and the automobiles suggest earlier in the decade. 

 
 

The Council was applying that test a year before it wrote it down. In August 1958 bids came in for 

trimming five hundred palms on Palm Canyon Drive and skinning some others. The Council 

declined the scale of the work ð it was ñof the consensus that at this time it is unnecessary to 

authorize the amount of work recommendedò ð and authorized instead a contract for ñtrimming 

only those palm trees on Palm Canyon Drive where the work is necessary because of obstruction 

to lights,ò for not more than three hundred trees. The skinning was not authorized. The test was 

the light, not the look of the trunk, which is the rule Bogert stated the following year in almost the 

same words. The resolution also puts fixtures on the trees in the year to which Figure 16 is dated.132 

That is what Ruth Hardy was asking for in 1964. Late that year, fifteen years after the planting 

and four years out of office, she told the Hotel and Apartment Association that the palms along 

the drive had been only half  trimmed. She telephoned the mayor and several councilmen, and the 
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trees were trimmed. She was not asking anyone to take the skirts off. She was asking the city to 

finish the routine hem it had been performing since 1949 and had that year left half done. The 

woman who drove the planting wanted the palms clear at the bottom and full above ð the 

maintained silhouette, which is neither of the two positions the present debate offers. 133 

 

 

Figure 18.  North Palm Canyon Drive at Louiseôs Pantry, the Plaza Theatre, and the Patio Book Shop. 

The palm at the center carries a full skirt; the publisherôs caption on the reverse calls this ña typical scene 

on North Palm Canyon Drive.ò Color photo by Jim Burke, published by Petley Studios, Inc., Phoenix, Ariz.; 

printed by Dexter Press, West Nyack, N.Y., no. 45025-C. Undated; postally used November 22, 1976, 

which fixes the latest possible date of the view. 

 

The city solved the falling-frond problem decades ago with a targeted ñaerial safetyò trim that 

keeps both the skirt and the lights clear ð the exact balance the 2026 policy claims has no solution 

but total removal.  

8. The landscape guidance: property type, change, and maintenance  

The cityôs Class 1 criteria govern the designation. But the all®e is a landscape, and the federal and 

state guidance on landscapes settles several questions the ordinance does not reach ð what kind 

of property this is, how integrity is judged when the fabr ic is alive, and what maintenance of a 

designated landscape is supposed to mean. 
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8.1 The property type  

Preservation Brief 36 defines a historic designed landscape as one consciously designed or laid 

out by a landscape architect, master gardener, architect, or horticulturist according to design 

principles, or by an amateur working in a recognized style or tr adition, and notes that aesthetic 

values play a significant role in such landscapes.134 The allée answers the definition clause by 

clause. The design was overseen by a master architect ð E. Stewart Williams, chairman of the 

tree-planting committee ð and executed by a horticulturist, Earl Neel. It was built to a written 

specification adopted by the Council in April 1949, fixing species, spacing, setback, irrigation, and 

lighting conduit. And the allée is a recognized tradition with a documented lineage, set out in 

Section 3.3. 

 

Californiaôs guidance agrees on the category. Caltrans describes designed landscapes as conscious 

works in a recognized style or tradition in which aesthetic values often play an important role, and 

lists parkways and designed scenic highways among them.135 A planted civic thoroughfare is that 

kind of property.  

 

Both documents also settle a question of scope. Brief 36 counts furnishings ð benches, lights, 

sculptural objects ð among the components of a cultural landscape, and Caltrans lists benches, 

lights, signs, and monuments as site furnishings that may form par t of a coordinated system. The 

1949 tree lighting, the twenty sidewalk benches authorized alongside the planting on February 2, 

1949, and the Neel monument are therefore not adjuncts to the resource. They are components of 

it.  

 

The category is not applied to this landscape retrospectively. The city was buying designed 

landscapes at the time, and it understood what a landscape plan was for. Describing the making 

of the north -end park in March 1952, the Desert Sun set out the sequence in the cityôs own terms: 

Ralph Cornell was employed to design the park, and kinds of trees, quantity and location of pipe 

all could not be determined until the landscape plan had been completed.136 That is the order of 

operations a designed landscape follows ð plan first, then species, then the infrastructure that 

serves them. It is also, precisely, the order Palm Canyon Drive followed in 1949: a specification of 

roughly one hundred and fifty filifera  and one hundred and fifty robusta  at thirty -five feet on 

center, a plan filed with the Planning Department, and an individual water outlet and light conduit 

for every tree. 
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8.2 Integrity, and the place of change  

Brief 36 is explicit that in evaluating integrity, care should be taken to consider change itself, and 

its own example is close to this one: at Port Oneida, in Michigan, the surface material of the roads 

has changed, yet the character-defining alignment, w idth, and rows of sugar maples remain intact, 

and integrity holds. 137 Caltrans makes the same point for working transportation corridors ð a 

resurfaced and slightly widened road may retain integrity where its alignment and essential 

features remain.138 Palm Canyon Drive was resurfaced by the state in the summer the palms went 

in, and has been resurfaced and altered many times since. The rows, the interval, and the 

alignment are what carry the design, and they survive. 

 

On living material the state guidance is more direct still, and it bears on the central dispute. The 

integrity of a landscapeôs vegetation may be considered reasonably intact if the original vegetation 

is present regardless of appearance; and original plants changed by natural processes do not 

normally cause a loss of vegetative integrity even where the change has produced visual 

alteration. 139 A palm that has grown from twenty feet to sixty, and now carries the skirt its species 

carries at that height, is the tree that was planted. Its changed appearance is not a loss of integrity 

but the ordinary evidence of a landscape being alive. 

 

Caltrans separates two things that are often confused in this debate. Integrity is lost when features 

are removed or altered; condition is a different matter, and a neglected garden may have high 

integrity and poor condition at once. 140 How the palms presently look, and how well the city has 

kept them, are questions of condition, not of integrity.  

8.3 Preservation as the primary treatment  

Of the four treatments in the Secretary of the Interiorôs Standards, the one this landscape calls for 

is preservation. Brief 36 recommends it where integrity and authenticity are high, and describes 

it as protection, stabilization, cyclical maintenance, an d repair of character-defining features; 

changes that form part of the landscapeôs continuum and are significant in their own right may be 

retained.141 and 142 

 

That last clause is why preservation and not restoration. Restoration would mean depicting the 

landscape at a single moment and removing what came after ð and what came after 1949 is the 

rest of the allée, the campaigns of 1954 to about 1963 that carried the rows north, south, and east. 

Those extensions are significant in their own right. The continuum is the resource. 
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Brief 36 also warns against false historicism in any treatment. For this landscape that means not 

manufacturing a uniformity the drive never had: the two species were meant to read differently, 

and the trees were planted at varying heights and have aged unevenly. 

8.4 Trimming as cyclical maintenance  

The clearest sentence in the federal guidance for the present dispute is in its maintenance section. 

Preservation maintenance practices differ from standard maintenance practices, Brief 36 says, 

because the focus is on perpetuating the historic character or use of the landscape rather than 

beautification. 143 That is precisely the line at issue on Palm Canyon Drive. Removing the skirts to 

make the trunks look tidy is beautification. Keeping the skirt and clearing the lowest fronds is 

preservation maintenance. The two are not variations of the same practice; the guidance treats 

them as opposites. 

 

Brief 36 further expects a preservation maintenance program for vegetation to set thresholds for 

growth or change in character, and to specify pruning methods, propagation, and replacement 

procedures, with a record kept of the work performed. 144 Designation should therefore be 

accompanied by an adopted maintenance guide for the allée, stating in writing what the city has 

in practice followed since 1949 and set down in policy since 1959: 

 

Å the skirt is retained as the character-defining silhouette;  

Å the lowest fronds are cleared as needed for pedestrian and vehicle clearance and to keep 

the lighting unobstructed;  

Å the palms are not skinned to a bare trunk; 

Å trimming is cyclical, on a stated interval, and recorded.  

8.5 Replacement and propagation  

A living landscape loses individuals. The guidance is specific about how they should be replaced. 

Caltrans holds that replacements should preferably be the same or a similar species, and ð where 

the original material is genetically important ð may be grown from seed collected from the 

original plants. 145 It also treats the spacing between plants as an expression of the designôs 

technology whose preservation maintains integrity: on this street the roughly thirty -five-foot 

module and the two-species pairing are integrity-bearing, and replacements belong on that 

module and in that pairing.  
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Brief 36ôs historic plant inventory describes the method: identify each plant by genus, species, 

common name, age, and size, record its condition, and propagate significant plants rather than 

substitute commercial stock where the material is rare or histor ically associated.146 Its birch allée 

at Stan Hywet Hall is the working precedent ð a phased preservation treatment carried out over 

fifteen years in which the original rootstock and genetic material were preserved. 

 

Two things follow for this nomination. A palm -by-palm inventory should be made, keyed to 

species and to planting campaign, as the baseline record of the resource. And whenever a tree 

needs to be replaced, it should be like for like, robusta  for robusta , filifera  for filifera . 

Neither recommendation is new to this city. Palm Springs ran its own palm nursery at the sewage-

disposal plant from 1957, growing stock on for street planting, and in January 1958 bought a 

thousand two-year-old trees for it at fifty -five cents each (Section 3.7). Growing its own stock for 

this street is something the city has already done. 

9. Conclusion  

The Palm Canyon Drive Palm Allée is the surviving centerpiece of the 1949 municipal 

beautification program ð a landscape built to a written specification and species schedule, twice 

advertised without a satisfactory bid and then built by the cityôs own day labor under a supervising 

nurseryman, planted in a single season with mature stock, wired as it went in and lit the following 

year, and dedicated to the memory of the nurseryman whose son set the trees. It was carried 

outward in authorized campaigns until  the double row ran the length of the drive.  

 

It meets criteria (i) through (v) of section 8.05.070(C)(1)(a) independently, and criterion (vi) 

describes it more exactly than any other in the ordinance. Its significance is exceptional. The 

design intent, the spacing, the irrigation and the lighting, th e contractor and the unit price, the 

first tree and the dedication are each fixed to a dated primary source; and from the year it was 

planted the allée has been the image by which Palm Springs has represented itself. 

 

The composition survives. Individual palms have been replaced across seventy-seven years, the 

street has been resurfaced and re-lit more than once, and the storefronts have turned over many 

times ð and the double row, the module, the two-species pairing, and the procession that ends in 

the mountain can all still be measured on the ground. The Neel plaque is gone; the trees it stood 

among are the memorial that survived. 
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One recommendation reaches past this resource. The City should commission a Historic Context 

Statement on the founding mothers of Palm Springs (Section 3.8). Ruth Hardy is being argued 

here from first principles because there is no adopted framework to argue her from, and she is not 

the only one. 

 

The character-defining features at Section 4 are written so that the Historic Site Preservation 

Board and the City Council can adopt them as they stand. Designation carries a maintenance 

standard with it, which is what a living landscape of this age most needs. The Palm Canyon Drive 

Palm Allée merits designation as a Class 1 Historic Resource. 

10. Sources  

Desert Sun and Palm Springs Limelight News  items are cited by headline, date, and page. 

Secondary sources carry full citations and page pins. 

 

Guidance documents are cited in full at first use in Section 8: Preservation Brief 36, the Secretary 

of the Interiorôs Standards with the Guidelines for the Treatment of Cultural Landscapes, and the 

Caltrans General Guidelines for Identifying and Evaluating Historic Landscapes  (1999). 

 

Postcard views are cited by title, publisher, card number, and, where a printed production code 

or copyright line survives, the year of production. Cover: ñPalm Canyon Drive in Palm Springs, 

California,ò natural color card from Kodachrome, Mike Roberts Color Production, Berkeley, Calif., 

no. C6033; printed before mid -1963 on the evidence of the pre-ZIP postal zone in the imprint.  

 

The period horticultural and design literature drawn on in Sections 3.2 and 7 is cited in full at first 

use: Los Angeles Times garden features and photo essays, 1925ï1949; California Arts & 

Architecture , 1930ï1938; S. B. Parishôs monograph on the genus in the Botanical Gazette (1907); 

U.S.D.A. Farmersô Bulletin 1208; and Ralph D. Cornellôs Conspicuous California Plants  (San 

Pasqual Press, 1938). Cornell is cited from the 1938 first edition; where a reader consults the 1978 

revised edition, the fan palm chapter is renumbered from XXI to XXII and repaginated.  

Appendix A. The maintained -skirt policy record  

This appendix collects the documentary record behind the compact conclusion in Section 7, so the 

body of the nomination stays on significance rather than current policy. The spine of the record 

runs 1954 Ÿ 1958 Ÿ 1959/1963 Ÿ 1982 Ÿ 1995 Ÿ 2009.  
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By 1959 the Council, on the planning commissionôs recommendation, had adopted a policy that 

the Palm Canyon palms ñdevelop a natural look, complete with frond skirts,ò with Mayor Frank 

Bogert stating the rule plainly: ñWe donôt want them covering the lights, but they shouldnôt be 

skinned to a bare topò ð young trees trimmed only until their fronds lifted to ñaerial safety.ò The 

cityôs first written trimming policy, Minute Order 3116 of 1982, likewise called the skirt 

ñenhancingò the palmsô appearance; the 2009 resolution kept natural skirts on the filifera; and 

the cityôs planning documents have preferred the native skirted filifera ever since. The lighting 

design of 1949ï50 was built around the fronds, and cannot be stripped without destroying what 

the lights were made to create. 

 

The record below runs from the founding design through the end of the century. Read together, it 

shows a city that kept its palms skirted as a matter of settled practice, trimming the lowest fronds 

for clearance and safety while defending the frond itself ð and that treated the skirted silhouette, 

by its own account, as ñthe Palm Springs image.ò 

 

1949  ð the design. The tree-planting committee, chaired by the architect E. Stewart Williams, 

required that lighting conduit be installed at the time of planting; the 1950 fixture chosen by City 

Engineer Minturn was a ñtailor-made job to fit the height, girth and distance of the fronds from 

the light source.ò The illumination was built around the fronds from the start. 

 

1954  ð the first recorded trim, and it is a hazard abatement. On August 3, 1954, five years after 

the planting, the Council appropriated approximately $300 from its contingency account for 

trimming the palms on Palm Canyon Drive ð on the City Managerôs recommendation, ñas a safety 

measure,ò to overcome ñan existing public safety hazard,ò the work to be done with city personnel. 

The resolution describes a trim over a state highway and a public sidewalk; it does not describe 

skinning a trunk. And nothing in the w hole run of the cityôs resolutions prunes these trees at all 

before that date. The first documented act of care for the allée came five years after it was planted, 

cost three hundred dollars, was done in-house, and was framed as abating a hazard. That is an 

episodic liability trim, and it is the earliest datum in the maintenance chronology ð not a practice 

of routine skinning. 147 

 

1958  ð the Council narrows a trim. In August 1958 the City Manager reported bids for trimming 

five hundred Palm Canyon Drive palms and skinning some other trees, and recommended award 
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to the low responsible bidder. The Director of Parks and Recreation had described the trimming 

as ñprimarily a matter of public safety.ò The Council found it ñunnecessary to authorize the 

amount of work recommendedò and cut the contract back to ñtrimming only those palm trees on 

Palm Canyon Drive where the work is necessary because of obstruction to lights,ò for a total not 

in excess of three hundred trees. Two things are on the record a year before the natural-look policy 

was written down: the criterion fo r trimming was obstruction of the lights, and the skinning in 

the bid was not authorized.148 

 

1959ï63  ð the natural -look policy. On the planning commissionôs recommendation the Council 

adopted a policy that the Palm Canyon palms develop a natural look, ñcomplete with frond skirts,ò 

with Mayor Frank Bogertôs rule: ñWe donôt want them covering the lights, but they shouldnôt be 

skinned to a bare topò ð young trees trimmed only until their fronds lifted to ñaerial safety.ò (Both 

a Nov. 6, 1959 and a Sept. 25, 1963 Desert Sun item carry this language.) 

 

1966 ð lights and silhouette as one system. Coverage of the palm lighting ð a roughly $14,000-

a-year, 1,158-bulb system ð treats the illumination and the trimmed frond shape as a single visual 

effect, the lights drawing the eye to each treeôs crown. 

 

1970 / 1973  ð the public and the planners defend the frond. A 1970 letter protests palms ñbeing 

denuded and left looking like plucked chickens,ò defending the fronds as shade for new growth 

and shelter for nesting birds. In the 1973 ñmini versus maxiò frond flap, the Desert Sun reported 

that ñthe cityôs chief planner and many on his staff appear to feel the ómaxiô look is more becoming 

to local palm trees,ò with the opposition coming narrowly from downtown retailers whose store 

signs the un-scalped palms obscured. About 1,700 city-owned palms at that date. 

 

1974 ð the city describes its own practice. Reporting a targeted trim of some 380 Palm Canyon 

Drive palms, City Manager Don Blubaugh admitted that a ñlong-time city policy of keeping palm 

fronds at least 12 feet above ground level had been óloosely enforced.ôò That is the maintained skirt 

described in the cityôs own words: a standing twelve-foot-clearance rule, applied with restraint ð 

skirts kept, the lowest fronds cut only as needed. An August 1974 inventory valued the roughly 

1,800 street palms at over $630,000. 

 

1980  ð the clearance rule is ñlong-standing.ò Under a $21,550 contract, the city trimmed about 

750 palms citywide. Community Services director Bert Wills described the ñlong-standing City 
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Council policyò: fronds hanging within twelve feet of the ground are trimmed, and higher fronds 

only if ñunsightly and tattered.ò The work is framed as clearance and fire safety, not aesthetic 

skinning.  

 

1981 ð a sustained constituency, and a counter-voice. A residentôs ñannualò letter again deplores 

stripping the palms to look ñlike plucked chickensò as ñan aesthetic crime.ò A rebuttal the 

following week argues the opposite ð that untrimmed palms harbor vermin  and should be cut 

yearly. The debate was real and two-sided; the cityôs settled practice fell on the side of the 

maintained skirt.  

 

1982  ð the first written policy. Minute Order 3116, the cityôs first written trimming policy, called 

the skirt ñenhancingò the palmsô appearance and set a twelve-foot clearance with committee 

review for exceptions. 

 

1995 ð ñthe Palm Springs image.ò A residentôs complaint about unremoved dead fronds records 

a telling answer: asked why the fronds were left, a council member replied that ñThatôs the Palm 

Springs image.ò Even a critic of the practice thus confirms that, by the mid -1990s, the skirted 

palm was understood as the cityôs deliberate civic image ð the very ñhistory of keeping skirtsò the 

2026 policy denies. 

 

2009  ð the policy holds. Resolution 22475 kept natural skirts on the native filifera , the position 

the cityôs planning documents had pointed toward for decades. 

 

The conclusion is narrow and documented: across fifty years, the city trimmed for clearance and 

safety and kept the skirt ð and said so, repeatedly, in its managersô words and its written policy. 

The 2026 assertion that Palm Springs ñdoes not have a long history of keeping palm tree skirtsò 

is contradicted by the cityôs own record. 
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Appendix B. Ruth Hardy (1892 ï1965)  

 

Figure 19.  Ruth Hardy, first woman to sit on the Palm Springs City Council. Courtesy Palm Springs 

Historical Society.  

 

Ruth Hardy was born Ruth Herdrich on May 6, 1892, at Lebanon, Indiana, the daughter of 

Benjamin and Cora Herdrich. She took a degree from Indiana University in 1915, and the 

university later honored her for her work on its behalf. She married Henry Hughes Miller in 

Indiana in 1917; a son, Jackson, was born at Waco, Texas, in 1920. In 1930 she married Jackson 

H. Hardy, and in 1932 the two came to Palm Springs and bought the Casitas del Monte Hotel.149 

In October 1940 they bought the Birge Estate ð a 1925 house attributed to William Charles 

Tanner, built by Alvah Hicks ð and in two months turned it into a hotel of twenty -one rooms, 

nine of them with fireplaces, which gave it its name. Working with Neelôs Nursery, Hardy filled 

out the grounds with flowering shrubs, put a lily pond in the courtyard, and moved trees to open 

the view to the mountain. The Ingleside Inn opened on December 5, 1940. She filed for divorce 

soon after and ran it alone for the next twenty-five years.150 She kept a hedge of poinsettias around 

it and gave cuttings away every spring, so that patches of color all over town came out of her 

garden.151 
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She was elected to the city council in 1948, the first woman to sit on it, and returned in 1952 and 

1956, unopposed both times ð twelve years, longer than anyone else had then served on that body. 

She turned down her colleagues when they asked her to become mayor. At her last regular 

meeting, in 1960, they voted her mayor for a night. When she declined another term the attempts 

to draft her failed, and she put her support behind Harry Paisley, who took her seat.152 She was 

instrumental in establishing the cityôs Parks and Recreation Commission, and was one of the 

originators of Tamarisk Park, the cityôs first, which Ralph Cornell laid out and which she fought 

for.153 

 

Her work on the allée is set out in Sections 3.5 and 3.6. Frank Bogert, mayor when she died, said 

she thought up the idea of the palms and worked like the dickens to see them placed.154 The first 

half is a tribute: others had raised the idea, and the 1949 papers credit Ben Shearer with starting 

the movement. The second half is exact, and it is the half that matters. The trees are there because 

Ruth Hardy took an idea other people had raised and made the city carry it out. 

 

She died at the Ingleside Inn on Saturday, January 9, 1965, of a heart attack, at seventy-two. The 

funeral was at St. Paulôs in the Desert, the Rev. Frederick A. Barnhill officiating, and she was 

buried in Welwood Murray Cemetery. She left her son Jackson, of Canoga Park; a brother, O. C. 

Herdrich, of Indianapolis; and three grandchildren. 155 Within three weeks the Council voted 

unanimously to rename Tamarisk Park for her, and the parks commission proposed a bronze 

plaque giving the name and something of her history.156 The editorial page had already named the 

other memorial: the palms along Palm Canyon Drive, it said, and their shaded lights in the 

evening, would remain as a living memorial to her. 157 
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Figure 20.  The audience at the Blessing of the Trees, Palm Canyon Drive, October 1, 1949. Ruth Hardy 

is seated right of center, in the striped jacket; the papers that week described her as in charge of the official 

work on the planting program, and at the ceremony s he ñresponded with appropriate words of the 

beauties of the trees.ò Next to her, in the light jacket with a spray of foliage in her lap, is Verne Neel ð 

Clarence Neelôs widow, to whom the plaque attesting the year of planting was presented that afternoon 

(Section 3.5). At the right of the same row, in the white shirt, is Mayor Charles Farrell. In the row behind, 

at the left, is the designer Herbert Burns; the man between him and Hardy, with his hand to his forehead, 

is believed to be Earl Neel, who set the trees, seated behind his mother. Palm Springs Historical Society, 

Dedications / Presentations collection, object 2008.41.118, other no. 44-118. The Societyôs record gives the 

occasion as the planting of the palm trees; the planting ran through that summer,  and October 1 was the 

dedication.  

Appendix C. The historic aerial record (1953 ï1978)  

The four vertical aerial photographs below document the phasing described in Section 3.7 ð 

where the palms had reached, and where they had not, at four moments across the resourceôs 

development. They were read block by block against present conditions. 
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Figure C -1. Palm Canyon Drive, 1953. The double file runs south through the commercial core and 

stops at Ramon Road; the ground south and east of Ramon is open desert. The dark irrigated wedge at 

Ramon is the early DeMuth Park (graded 1952, on leased Agua Caliente land), then about a year old. 

This frame is the ñbeforeò for both the 1954 phase and the 1956ï57 southern extension. The band marks 

the reach of the allée in this frame.  
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Figure C -2.  North Palm Canyon Drive, 1967. The allée runs north through open desert to the edge of 

town, arriving ahead of development ð where the corridor crosses unbuilt ground the planting can only 

be public work, since no private frontage owner was there to do it . The dating is a terminus (in by 1967), 

not a completion year. The band marks the reach of the allée in this frame.  
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Figure C -3.  South and East Palm Canyon Drive, 1978. One continuous allée runs down South Palm 

Canyon and along East Palm Canyon to the Ocotillo Lodge; east of there, single frontage rows stand 

before Smoke Tree and the Diplomat, short of the intended terminus at Arab y Point (at right). Intent 

and achieved extent appear in one frame. The band marks the reach of the allée in this frame.  

 






































































