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Introduction  

The Palm Springs Preservation Foundation (PSPF) is a non-profit organization whose mission is 
ñto educate and promote public awareness of the importance of preserving the historical 
resources and architecture of the city of Palm Springs and the Coachella Valley area.ò 

In June 2023, the PSPF board of directors engaged Steve Vaught to prepare Morada La Estrellaôs   
Class 1 Historic Resource nomination.  
 
The Ownerôs Letter of Support is at Appendix I.  

Mary Snyder getting into the spirit of the Palm Springs lifestyle, 1930s. 
(Courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott) 

 
Prepared by Steve Vaught on behalf of: 
The Palm Springs Preservation Foundation 
1775 East Palm Canyon Drive, Suite 110-195 
Palm Springs, CA 92264 
760-837-7117 
info@pspreservationfoundation.org 
 

mailto:info@pspreservationfoundation.org
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 
SIGNIFICANCE:   
 
Morada La Estrella (roughly translated as ñHome of the Starò) is one of the most architecturally 
significant Spanish Colonial Revival style residences within the city of Palm Springs. Located in 
the historic Merito Vista tract, the home was completed in 1932 for prominent Indiana 
businessman John Corson Snyder (1866-1941) and his wife, Estella F. Snyder (1871-1958), to 
serve as a winter retreat for himself and his family. Morada La Estrella is part of a small but 
exceptional group of finely designed local residences credited to master architectural designer 
William Charles Tanner (1876-1960). The Los Angeles-based Tanner was active in Palm Springs 
from the mid-1920s to the mid-1930s. During this time, he was responsible for some of its early 
landmarks, most notably the transformational Desert Inn complex (1922-1926), the hotel credited 
with helping to elevate Palm Springs into an internationally-renowned resort destination. 
 
The homeôs period of significance is 1932 to 1943, which comprises the time of the homeôs 
ownership by the Snyders. This timeframe places it solidly in ñPalm Springs between the Wars 
(1919-1941),ò as defined in the Citywide Historic Context Statement & Survey Findings created 
by Historic Resources Group. This is a period when wealthy and influential people such as the 
Snyders were building second homes in the growing and increasingly well-known resort Village.  
 
DESIGNATION CRITERIA:  
 
Morada La Estrella has been previously evaluated for Class 1 historic resource eligibility as part 
of the Citywide Historic Context Statement & Survey Findings created by Historic Resources 
Group. A definitive determination on integrity could not be made as the home was not fully visible 
from the street. However, the survey noted the home may be eligible based on both the 
significance of its early period of construction (1930s) as well as its Spanish Colonial design by 
master architectural designer William Charles Tanner. 
 
Criteria for the Designation of a Class 1 Historic Resource: Pursuant to the Palm Springs 
Municipal Code (PSMC) Section 8.05.070.C.1.: A site, structure, building or object may be 
designated as a Class 1 historic resource, provided one or more of the criteria in subsections ñaò 
and ñbò are met. Refer to the U.S. Department of the Interior National Register Bulletin ñHow to 
Apply the National Register Criteria for Evaluationò of potentially historic resources for further 
information.  
 
Based on the analysis outlined in this Historic Resources Report beginning on page 60, Morada 
La Estrella meets two of the seven eligibility criteria for designation as a Class 1 Palm Springs 
Historic Resource. The relevant criteria are outlined in Municipal Code Section 8.05.070.C.1.a: 
(iii) Exemplifies a particular period in local history; and (v) Presents the work of a master builder, 
designer, artist, or architect whose individual genius influenced his or her age, or that possesses 
high artistic value. 
 
Additionally, Morada La Estrella retains a ñhigh degreeò of historic integrity as outlined in Municipal 
Code Section 8.05.070.C.1.b in terms of Design, Materials, Workmanship, Location, Setting, 
Feeling, and Association (see Section 7, ñIntegrity Analysisò).  
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William Charles Tanner (1876-1960) 
(Courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott) 
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Statement of Significance 
 
 
Summary 
 
Completed in 1932, Morada La Estrella is located within the historic Merito Vista tract (1925), one 
of the earliest tracts to be developed in Palm Springs. Today, this tract, along with two adjoining 
tracts, Vista Acres (1923) and Las Palmas Estates (1926), are commonly known under the 
umbrella designation of ñOld Las Palmas.ò  
 
Morada La Estrella is located at 271 West Merito Place, Palm Springs, CA 92262. 
 
The property consists of 2 separate parcels. Parcel 1 consists of Lot 94. Parcel 2 comprises the 
north 59 ½ feet of Lot 95. The legal description per the Riverside County Assessor is POR LOT 
95 AND LOT 94 MB 012/094 MERITO VISTA.  

 
 

The tract map for Merito Vista, May 1925. 
The future location of Morada La Estrella is shown in in blue. 
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The Merito Vista Tract  
 

 
 

This 1930s map shows Merito Vistaôs centralized position in the heart of Palm Springs.  
 

When John and Estella Snyder purchased a homesite in Merito Vista in October 1930, they were 
purchasing in one of the villageôs finest residential tracts. It was also one of the most convenient, 
located just north of the downtown business district and within easy reach of the Desert Inn, Oasis 
and El Mirador Hotels. If desired, they could walk to the newly-named Palm Canyon Drive (known 
as Main Street until 1930), which served as the tractôs eastern boundary. 
 
First opened for development in 1925, the Merito Vista tract was laid out by pioneering Palm 
Springs developer Prescott T. (ñP.T.ò) Stevens (1845-1932). A critical figure in the early 
development of Palm Springs, Stevens was an important influence on the villageôs residential 
development, water resources and tourism. He was responsible for a series of important early 
tracts beginning with Vista Acres (1923); Merito Vista (1925); Las Palmas Estates (1926); and 
Palm Springs Estates (1927). He was also the driving force behind the El Mirador Hotel (1927), a 
world-famous hostelry, second in popularity only to the Desert Inn.  
 
Stevens, who had made a fortune as a rancher in Colorado, first came to Palm Springs around 
1913 or 1914, staying at Nellie Coffmanôs modest Desert Inn. He was so taken by the beauty of 
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the landscape and the healthful climate, he built a cottage near the inn to serve as his familyôs 
winter base. He also began buying land and in 1917 he purchased the Ralph Rogers tract, 
consisting of several hundred acres centered in and around Chino Canyon. By 1920, he had 
amassed 700 acres just north of the center of the village. 
 
Stevens did not just see the potential in Palm Springs as a perfect winter getaway for himself and 
his family. He saw it as the perfect getaway for thousands. Stevens had a grand vision of Palm 
Springs as a major winter resort long before most others could scarcely imagine such a concept. 
As early as 1916, he floated a plan to build a golf course in the village, a dream that was about a 
decade ahead of its time. But he would live to see it and several others come to fruition. 
 

 
This fanciful map, circa mid-1920s, shows the ñdomainò of P.T. Stevens 

 including what was to become Merito Vista. 
(Courtesy Palm Springs Historical Society) 

 
Stevens knew that success would require water and lots of it. Early on, he began investing in 
water rights and, after his purchase of Chino Canyon, he began pumping water from it down into 
the village. In 1926, his water rights were greatly increased by his purchase of the Palm Valley 
Water Co. And the following year, Stevens founded the Whitewater Mutual Water Co. (later 
renamed Palm Springs Water Co.) in partnership with J.J. Kocher, Alvah Hicks, Tom OôDonnell 
and Warren Pinney. Within a few years, however, Stevens sold the company to his friend and oft-
time business partner, Alvah Hicks (1884-1944).  
 
One of Stevensô greatest contributions to Palm Springs was encouraging Hicks to move into the 
village from his homestead near Desert Hot Springs in 1916. Like Stevens, Hicks would become 
one of Palm Springsô most important and influential early pioneers. At Stevensô behest, Hicks 
became the villageôs first and much-needed carpenter. Stevens began using him for his various 
building projects and before long he was sought after by others, literally helping the village to 
grow.  
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When Stevens began subdividing his real estate holdings, Hicks was heavily involved. Just how 
heavily, however, is not entirely clear. While Stevens is shown as the developer on the various 
tract maps, it is Hicks who was stated as being owner in multiple newspaper accounts. Some 
sources go as far to state that Stevens bought his land from Hicks. While the specifics of their 
arrangements vis-a-vis tract ownership is not known, it is evident they worked closely on 
developing the various Stevens tracts including Merito Vista. 
 
Merito Vista (sometimes incorrectly spelled ñMeritaò) was the second tract (of 4) developed by 
Stevens. It abutted directly on the north of his original tract, Vista Acres, which he subdivided in 
1923.  Merito Vista, which began as a subdivision two years later, was much larger and more 
ambitious with 125 individual lots which were advertised as ñsmall estate parcels.ò  
 
Aside from the natural beauty of its mountain-base setting, Merito Vista was distinguished by the 
interesting layout of its streets, which were curved in a manner evocative of country lanes rather 
than standard city blocks. These were given equally romantic names such as Patencio, Hermosa 
and Mountain View. And, like so many developers, Stevens could not resist naming a street after 
himself, with Prescott Drive serving as the main entry into the tract. 
 
As he would do in the other Stevens tracts, Alvah Hicks helped establish the look of success in 
Merito Vista by building several speculative houses around the tract. Each time he would sell a 
completed home, Hicks would take the proceeds and use them to build another. The quality of 
his homes, usually done in a simple yet solid Spanish Colonial Revival style, set the tone for future 
construction and he was regularly sought out by lot buyers wanting a similar home for themselves. 
Hicks would leave a significant legacy in Merito Vista, credited with some 20 homes completed 
as either designer/builder or contractor, during the 1920s and 1930s. 
 
Merito Vista, like other early tracts in Palm Springs, was marketed to those wealthy enough to be 
able to build a permanent ñwinterò home in the desert. While an advertising campaign was 
mounted in such publications as the Los Angeles Times, it is likely most lot buyers came from 
guests of the Desert Inn, El Mirador, Oasis and other local hotels who fell in love with the setting 
and made the decision to have a permanent piece of it for themselves.  
 
Contemporary news accounts indicate Merito Vista was a success from the start. As the Riverside 
Daily Press noted on March 4, 1926: 
 

Passing Merita (sic) Vista on entering the village, one cannot help but be impressed by 
the attractive lay-out and the beauty of the homes which are being erected. This 
subdivision has been carefully thought out and the ground plotted into lots of more than 
half an acre, thus insuring no congestion. At least a dozen homes are being contemplated 
for immediate erection and half the tract has already been sold. 

 
While lot sales were brisk, actual home building lagged behind with only a dozen homes built by 
1929. However, two of these were major estates; the exotically themed El Kantara (1926) and the 
Florentine inspired Hood estate on Hermosa (1929). Both designed by talented Hollywood 
architects, these estates immediately became, and remain today, important Merito Vista 
landmarks. 
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From the beginning, Merito Vista attracted a cosmopolitan blend of prominent figures from a wide 
variety of professions such as aviation, art, diplomacy, and business, including the ñMillionaire 
Barber of Milwaukee,ò A.W. Starke. And of course, Hollywood. One of the first purchasers in 
Merito Vista was legendary gossip columnist Hedda Hopper. Although she ultimately did not build, 
many others did such as comedian Robert Woolsey, William Gargan, Claude Binyon, Richard 
Arlen, Dinah Shore, and Laurence Harvey, among others.  
 
While it attracted figures of national and international renown, Merito Vista also was home to such 
critical local pioneers such as Carl Lykken, Zaddie Bunker, Alvah Hicks and Harold Hicks. Today, 
Merito Vista remains one of the most historic and sought after neighborhoods in Palm Springs. 
 

 
A mid-1930s view taken from Inspiration Point looking north showing Vista Acres and Merito 
Vista. Morada La Estrella is seen dead center (red arrow). Note the still largely undeveloped 

sections of the tracts. 
(Courtesy Mary Kummings and Steve Scott) 
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The Original Builders and Owners of Morada La Estrella ï The Snyders 

 
Estella and John C. Snyder pose with their daughter Mary. 1938. 

(Courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott) 

 
When John and Estella Snyder built Morada La Estrella in 1932 they represented the very type 
of people who would come to define ñPalm Springs between the Wars (1919-1941),ò as ña period 
when wealthy and influential people were building second homes in the growing and increasingly 
well-known resort Village.ò  
 
Leading citizens of the midwestern city of Crawfordsville, the ñAthens of Indiana,ò the Snyders 
may have first discovered Palm Springs during one of Mr. Snyderôs numerous business trips to 
the coast during the mid to late 1920s. Snyderôs trips west related to the California lodges of the 
Tribe of Ben-Hur (hereinafter referred to as ñBen-Hurò). Founded in 1892, Ben-Hur was a national 
fraternal beneficial (insurance) organization of which Snyder was Chief Scribe. In 1930, the 
organization was renamed the Ben-Hur Life Association with Snyder going from Chief Scribe to 
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president. The company was a success, managing to not only survive the darkest days of the 
Great Depression, but to actually grow. As the Monrovia News-Post noted in 1932, Snyder was 
ñconsidered one of the leading business executives in the fraternal world, and it is due to his 
financial genius that Ben-Hur Life Association during the depression of 1931 has shown the 
largest financial gain in its 38-year history.ò 
 
Born near Middleton, Ohio in 1866, Snyder moved with his family to Crawfordsville when he was 
7. Although he would later move again to different places in his youth, by 1893 he was back in 
Crawfordsville. He came at the behest of his older brother Frank, one of the founders of Ben-Hur. 
He wanted Snyder to join him in helping to develop the new organization. Snyder saw it as a great 
opportunity and enthusiastically signed on. He would remain with Ben-Hur for the remainder of 
his life, rising through the ranks until he was the organizationôs head. By the mid-1920s, Ben-Hur 
was a notable success with branches nationwide making Snyder a leading figure in the fraternal 
insurance association community. In 1927, he was elected to president of the National Fraternal 
Congress. 
 
The name Ben-Hur was not a random choice. General Lew Wallace, the author of Ben-Hur: A 
Tale of the Christ (Harper & Brothers. 1880), wrote much of what was to become one of the most 
popular novels of all time under a beech tree on the grounds of his home in Crawfordsville. 
General Wallaceôs estate was located at 200 Wallace Avenue while the Snyderôs home was at 
201. 
 

 
The Snyder familyôs longtime Crawfordsville home, a staid and respectable 1900 Foursquare, 

could hardly be more different than the romantic Morada La Estrella. Yet it acquired presidential 
magic when former president William Howard Taft dropped in on the Snyder home in 1918. At the 

time Snyder was president of the Crawfordsville Chamber of Commerce. 
(Left image: Courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott. Right image: via Google Earth) 
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While the Snyders may have discovered Palm Springs through Johnôs business trips, they may 
alternately have found it through friends. According to a 1931 Los Angeles Times article, Estella 
Snyder hosted a luncheon party for a group of friends at the El Mirador, all of whom were former 
Crawfordsville residents now living in Los Angeles. 
 
Regardless of how they found Palm Springs, the couple had become so enamored of it they 
decided to make it their permanent winter home, purchasing land in Merito Vista in October 1930. 
The Snyders did what a number of other buyers in Merito Vista had done by purchasing more 
than just the standard-size lot. They also purchased roughly the northern half of the adjacent lot 
in order to give them a comfortably large plot upon which to build.   
 
1932 ï A Fateful Year to Build 
 
One element that sets Morada La Estrella apart is the year of its completion. While this is not 
usually so significant, in this case it is of notable importance. The mere fact of its completion year 
being 1932 puts Morada La Estrella in a unique category ï one of only a small number of homes 
built during the deepest and darkest year of the Great Depression.  
 
In 1932, the United States and the entire world was paralyzed by the global economic collapse 
which had been triggered by the 1929 crash of the American stock market. Prior to the crash, the 
U.S. unemployment rate stood at 3.2%. In 1932, it had risen to 24.9%, the highest recorded rate 
in U.S. history, with virtually every corner of the country affected. Between 1931-1932, more than 
3,600 banks collapsed with new home construction ground to a virtual halt. Further, in 1932 alone 
more than 273,000 people lost their homes. By the end of the year, a thousand mortgages a day 
were being foreclosed upon. 
 
While Palm Springs fared better than most owing to its continued popularity with the wealthy, 
tourism had dropped considerably and new building starts were at a standstill. These factors 
brought great distress to the valleyôs working classes, which were made up mostly of Native 
Americans and Hispanics. The Snyders were among a lucky minority able to not only keep afloat 
but remain prosperous enough to build. The construction of Morada La Estrella, which appears 
to have run from fall of 1931 to spring 1932 would have brought welcome, possibly even life-
saving, employment to both skilled and unskilled local workers badly in need of a job. 
 
Morada La Estrella represents a tangible link to the worldôs most devastating economic crisis, a 
small glimmer of hope for a community facing its darkest hour. 
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The Spanish Colonial Revival Style in Palm Springs 
 
 

 
The Reginald Pole Adobe (1916) may have been the first  
Spanish Colonial Revival structure built in Palm Springs. 

(Author Photo. May 2012) 

 
The news that the Snyders had decided to have their home designed in the Spanish Colonial 
Revival style would hardly have been a surprise to anyone at the time. Spanish architecture had 
been nearly ubiquitous throughout Southern California since the early 1920s and Palm Springs 
was no exception. 
 
As architectural historian David Gebhard writes in his 1964 book on architect George Washington 
Smith:  
 

In the twentieth-century American architectural scene, there has been only one brief 
period of time and only one restricted geographic area in which there existed anything 
approaching a unanimity of architectural form. This was the period from approximately 
1920 through the 1930s, when the Spanish Colonial or the Mediterranean Revival was 
virtually the accepted norm in Southern California. 

 
While there were stirrings among a few far-thinking architects at the beginning of the twentieth 
century, it was the 1915 Panama-California Exposition in San Diego that lit the fuse for the 
explosion of Spanish-Mediterranean Revival architecture to follow. The fair, which was to 
celebrate the opening of the Panama Canal and San Diegoôs role as the first port of call for ships 
traveling westward through the canal, was a major international event, attended by millions over 
the course of its two year run. 
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Out of all the many exhibits, however, it was the architecture that made the strongest impression. 
The fair organizers had wanted the buildings to serve as physical representations of the spirit of 
California and its rich colonial past. As such, they originally planned the exhibitionôs buildings to 
be done in the Mission Revival style, which had a brief vogue at the turn of the century, but had 
now lost popularity. Bertram Grosvenor Goodhue (1869-1924), the expositionôs chief architect 
proposed something different, something new. He suggested the designs go even farther back 
from the missions and to their inspirations in Mexico and Spain. The result was a dazzling display 
of the beauty, artistry and variety of the Spanish style from the simple Spanish Colonial Revival 
to grand Renaissance and Baroque versions, many with extravagant Churrigueresque 
decorations. The public was awed by the stunning exhibition buildings. And while Spanish quickly 
began taking hold across the southern United States from Florida westward, its true home was 
Southern California. 
 
The Spanish Colonial Revival style resonated for numerous reasons. A few of the most important:  

¶ It was wholly appropriate to the regionôs climate and topography which was similar to that 
of Southern Spain and the Mediterranean.  

¶ It was historically evocative, a visual connection to Southern Californiaôs romantic past. 

¶ It was highly flexible, able to be adapted to every setting from flat parcels to steep hillsides, 
from the Mediterranean climate of Santa Barbara to the stark desert of Death Valley. 

¶ It worked successfully with any type of structure from a small casita to a grand commercial 
or civic building. 

¶ It allowed a wide flexibility in the creation of designs that, while sharing many of the same 
attributes such as courtyards, tile roofs, and stucco walls, remained wholly unique to their 
individual treatments. 

¶ It offered countless opportunities for connecting residents to the outdoors through loggias, 
patios, balconies, and terraces, with garden spaces an integral part of each design. 

¶ While it was historically based, it was thoroughly in tune with modern needs and tastes.  

Palm Springs, like most communities in Southern California, had started out with no architectural 
unity, or any real architecture at all for that matter. At the time of the Panama-California Exhibition 
in 1915, Palm Springs, with the exception of the McCallum Adobe (1885), consisted almost 
exclusively of basic wood-frame structures, some with stone foundations, making use of locally 
available materials. Yet, Palm Springs was destined for change and the first stirring came when 
artist Reginald Pole built a Spanish adobe house in 1916, located on the grounds of todayôs Casa 
Cody. 
 
In 1922, local hotel pioneer Nellie Coffman began the complete rebuild of her Desert Inn, taking 
it from simple wooden bungalows to high-style Spanish Colonial Revival. Completed in 1926, the 
Desert Inn was hailed as a masterpiece of Spanish design. It would transform Palm Springs not 
only into a world-class winter resort but would also set the tone for the villageôs architectural style. 
And the man she had chosen to design it was William Charles Tanner. 
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Morada La Estrellaôs Architectural Designer ï William Charles Tanner 
 

 
Nellie Coffmanôs Desert Inn, the hotel that changed Palm Springs was also  
William Charles Tannerôs masterwork. There are numerous similarities  

between its design and that of Morada La Estrella. 
(Courtesy Mott-Merge Collection. California State Library) 

 
 
With deed in hand, the Snyders sought out someone to design and build their winter dream house. 
While it is not known how they came upon William Charles Tanner, it was a fortuitous choice. 
Tanner (1876-1960) had already left an indelible mark on the built environment of Palm Springs 
by the time of the Snyders arrival. While they may have been recommended to him, it is just as 
likely it was his design work which the couple admired before even knowing his name.  
 
Tanner specialized in romantic artfully-designed Spanish homes that captured the feeling of 
Californiaôs storied past while providing all the amenities for modern living. The Snyders could not 
have helped but admire Ojo del Desierto, the grand Monterey Spanish estate Tanner designed 
for Tom OôDonnell in 1925 or Invernada, the Andalusian hacienda Tanner had recently completed 
for millionaire George Heigho on Via Miraleste. But the greatest of all was his Desert Inn complex 
(1922-1926) located just a short distance from the Snyder lots. The couple had been guests of 
both El Mirador and Desert Inn and no doubt enjoyed the experiences. But at the Desert Inn, they 
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were able to get a true sense of what they wanted in a home both in physical appearance and 
lifestyle.  
 
Steve Scott, the current steward of Morada La Estrella who has conducted extensive investigation 
and research into the homeôs history, was able to locate through the Snyder family rare home 
movies from the early 1930s. One showed the Snyders touring Invernada with Tanner himself 
circa 1931. It was likely he was showing them an example of his most recent work and giving 
them ideas for their own plans (See William Charles Tanner biography in Appendix VI). 
 

 
 
William Charles Tanner is seen at his recently-completed Invernada estate in a screenshot from an 
early 1930s home movie by the Snyders. It is believed he was showing the Snyders an example of 

his latest work for inspiration. 
(Courtesy Mary Kummings and Steve Scott) 
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Morada La Estrellaôs Contractor ï William Lee Marte and Associate, 
H.L. Hansen of Marte-Hansen 

 

 
 
The contractor for the Morada La Estrella project, William Lee Marte (1887-1978) was one of the 
areaôs busiest and best-known builders throughout the 1920s and 1930s. The Ohio-born Marte 
was a pioneer Palm Springs resident, having been in the desert with his wife Henrietta and their 
children since the 1920s. Marte established a general contracting business in the original Palm 
Springs Theatre building, working with his longtime associate H.L. Hansen. He would later handle 
the rebuild of the theater as well as at least two others for Earl Strebe in Lake Arrowhead and 
Newport Beach. 
 
Over the course of his long career, which spanned more than 60 years, Marte, along with his 
longtime associate Hans Lauritz (H.L.) Hansen (1883-1969), built dozens of structures throughout 
Palm Springs and beyond from residences to apartments, hotels, theaters, stores, governmental 
buildings, and offices. His clients included such important local figures as Carl Lykken, Harold 
Hicks, H.J. Carpenter, and Rufus J. Chapman, as well as nationally known personages as actor 
William Powell, and Ambassador Charles Crane. In 1917, Marte built the summer cottage at Moss 
Point in Laguna Beach for presidential confidante Colonel Henry House, an area landmark gaining 
fame as a ñWestern White House,ò during the time it was occupied by President Woodrow Wilson 
in 1919. The house still stands at 139 Moss Street. 
 
In addition to Tanner, Marte worked with other major Palm Springs architects of the day, including 
Charles O. Matcham, Brewster & Benedict, John Porter Clark, and Albert Frey.  
 
During his time in Palm Springs, Marte lived with his family at the Spanish-styled home at 814 
North Indian Canyon Drive, a home later occupied by architect Charles O. Matcham. In 1941, he 
sold the house and relocated to Bloomington where he would remain until his death at 91 on May 
29, 1978.  
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The Design and Construction of Morada La Estrella 

 
The Snyders were so proud of their new desert home they documented its construction 

in a series of remarkable images. This view looking north shows the rustic stone 
fireplace and north exterior wall beyond. 

(Courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott) 

 
In a 1925 article in California Southland, Roland E. Coate, one of the great masters of Spanish 
Colonial Revival in Southern California, posed the question, ñIsnôt it possible to recapture some 
of the romance of the early days of California?ò He believed it could be done by creating homes 
that would ñcapture some of the romance of the early days without sacrificing modern demands 
of comfort.ò This type of home, which he called the Early California house, was perfectly suited to 
Southern California both climactically and through heritage. ñIt lends itself to many sites,ò he 
wrote. ñIt is new and yet it is oldéIt combines the formal with the informal, it is quaint but dignified.ò 
It was a description that perfectly fit the future design of Morada La Estrella. 
 
Like Roland E. Coate, William Charles Tanner was thoroughly steeped in the history of the 
Spanish/Mexican period in Southern California and the unique architecture that it produced. In 
1915, while he was resident artist at the Mission Inn, Tanner had been so moved by the Panama-
California Exhibition, he began organizing tours for both Mission Inn guests and interested locals 
to see the exhibition and its dazzling Spanish architecture. 
 
By the time of his design of Morada La Estrella, Tanner had successfully produced a number of 
Spanish designs from Hollywood to Palm Springs with his masterwork, the Desert Inn, achieving 
international acclaim. 
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The underlying sublimity of Morada La Estrella is in the simplicity of Tannerôs design. It followed 
the same forms and principles that made the early Southern California adobes so charming and 
so livable while producing a house thoroughly up to date for modern living. 
 

As the above schematic shows, Tannerôs straightforward design had clear distinction between 
functions. The U-shaped massing allowed for the central (living room) mass to unite the two wings 
adjoining it on either side. It also created a patio space in the center, which was intended to serve 
as an extension of the living room directly connecting occupants to the outdoors. In designing the 
wings, Tanner carefully avoided making them symmetrical, giving each its own character. It is of 
interest to note how carefully Tanner positioned the house on its site, placing it off the center 
slightly to the northeast, which allowed a maximum amount of garden space on the south and 
southwest.  
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Architecturally, Tanner drew heavily from the adobe haciendas of the Spanish and Mexican 
period. Although he captured the look and feel of those storied dwellings from ñthe Days of the 
Dons,ò Morada La Estrella was not a direct copy of any known structure. Rather, he incorporated 
elements from a variety of early designs to give the home its own unique look yet evoke the feeling 
of the historic past. 
 
Tanner did this with all his period designs and to great success at the Desert Inn. While it is not 
officially known, the Snyders may have asked Tanner to recreate that same look and feel for their 
own home. Indeed, Morada La Estrella bears striking stylistic similarities to the Desert Inn. 
 

 
Part of a Desert Inn bungalow with Tannerôs Ojo del Desierto presiding from above. Note the 

overall similarities with Morada La Estrella including the rustic chimney cap and the quartet of 
windows, a motif he also applied on Morada La Estrellaôs east fa­ade. Lintels and the wooden 

porch columns/corbels are also shared attributes. 
(Courtesy Mott/Merge Collection. California State Library) 

 
As was an integral part of Spanish Colonial Revival, Tannerôs design focused on horizontality with 
the house hugging low to the ground. The simulated adobe brickwork, which was actually slump 
stone concrete, gave the feeling of the home rising directly up from the earth itself.  
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Tannerôs greatest success in achieving horizontality without a squashed feeling was in his 
masterful handling of the roof planes. Tanner used the U-shape of the design to create multiple 
intersecting roofs, which also defined the spaces beneath. The main mass of the house, which 
contained the living room and covered patio was given the highest pitch. Side gabled on its east-
west ends, the roof was gracefully swept outward by Tanner on the north to form a cover for the 
entry and on the south to shelter the patio.  
 
Over the east-west sections lower pitched rooflines extending out from the center were used to 
define the east-west sections of wings. Tanner did not attempt to integrate the roofs of the 
perpendicular portions of the wings. Rather, he gave them their own separate identity as if the 
house had been added onto at a later date, one of the common features of the early adobes. 
 

 
Tannerôs use of varying roof pitches added visual interest to the low-slung  

massing of the house. Note, Inspiration Point on the mountain above.  
(Courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott) 

 
 Overall, Tannerôs design of Morada La Estrella was exceedingly simple in its plan - a slab over 
grade concrete block U with a low-pitched tile roof. Yet he was able to take a basic form and 
enhance it into something wholly unique through various elements. This started with the concrete 
block walls scored to resemble the rustic look of adobe bricks. The rooflines, as already noted, 
brought visual interest through the variegated roof pitches and the use of multi-hued Gladding, 
McBean Co. tile. 
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A recent (2023) image of the southern façade of Morada La Estrella (looking northeast) shows how 

Tanner varied roof heights to achieve a more interesting visual effect. Note, the sawtooth board 
cladding, a Tanner favorite, filling the gable ends. 

(Author photo. July 2023) 

 
Another way Tanner enhanced the design of Morada La Estrella is through the manner in which 
he employed doors and windows. The main goal was to provide views and access to the outdoors, 
which Tanner accomplished through a series of French doors and windows of varying sizes. 
Tanner ensured occupants could move between indoors and out with great ease by placing doors 
both in the central section and out from each wing. The living room had no less than five pairs of 
French doors (including the original front door) offering direct access to the front garden and 
covered patio. This not only provided freedom of movement it also ensured a maximum amount 
of air flow to keep the house cool. Service doors were given their own treatment with heavy vertical 
boards studded with nails with ornamental iron strap hinges and latches. 
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A 1930s view of a portion of Morada La Estrellaôs north (front) fa­ade showing three of the living 
roomôs five pairs of French doors. Although not easy to see, there are brick lintels over the doors. 

(Courtesy of Steve Scott and Mary Cummings) 

 
Windows, mostly casement of several sizes, were placed throughout. Like the doors, windows 
were usually framed by louvered shutters and capped by lintels. Tannerôs attention to detail is 
evident by how he chose to mix brick and wood lintels to help avoid monotony. On the wooden 
lintels, a band of delicate carvings was added to soften the plainness. This effect was not only 
charming, it harkened back to the original adobes where similar simple handmade detailing 
helped bring a little artistry to the otherwise unadorned structures. 
 
The most elaborate of the windows Tanner added to Morada La Estrella was a boxed window, 
which is found in the master bedroom facing south. This is capped by a copper hood and trimmed 
with turned columns. 
 
It should be noted that today, six of the homeôs windows are ñcagedò in steel grilles. While these 
are a traditional feature on Spanish homes and are compatible to Morada La Estrellaôs design, 
they are not original, having been added at a later unknown date. 
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The boxed window of the master bedroom remains virtually unchanged today. 
(Left image: Courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott. Right image: Author photo. July 2023) 

 
The steel window grilles, designed in traditional Spanish style,  

are not original features but are period appropriate. 
(Author photo. July 2023) 


