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Introduction 

The Palm Springs Preservation Foundation (PSPF) is a non-profit organization whose mission is 
“to 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.” 

In June 2023, the PSPF board of directors engaged Steve Vaught to prepare Morada La Estrella’s   
Class 1 Historic Resource nomination.  
 
The Owner’s 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 “Home of the Star”) 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 home’s period of significance is 1932 to 1943, which comprises the time of the home’s 
ownership by the Snyders. This timeframe places it solidly in “Palm Springs between the Wars 
(1919-1941),” 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 “a” 
and “b” are met. Refer to the U.S. Department of the Interior National Register Bulletin “How to 
Apply the National Register Criteria for Evaluation” 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 “high degree” 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, “Integrity Analysis”).  
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William Charles Tanner (1876-1960) 

(Courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott) 



7 

 

 



8 

 

 



9 

 

 



10 

 

 
 
 



11 

 

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 “Old Las Palmas.”  
 
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 Vista’s 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 village’s 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 tract’s eastern boundary. 
 
First opened for development in 1925, the Merito Vista tract was laid out by pioneering Palm 
Springs developer Prescott T. (“P.T.”) Stevens (1845-1932). A critical figure in the early 
development of Palm Springs, Stevens was an important influence on the village’s 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 Coffman’s 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 family’s 
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 “domain” 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 O’Donnell 
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 Stevens’ 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 Springs’ most important and influential early pioneers. At Stevens’ behest, Hicks 
became the village’s 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 “Merita”) 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 “small estate parcels.”  
 
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 “winter” 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 “Millionaire 
Barber of Milwaukee,” 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 – 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 “Palm Springs between the Wars (1919-1941),” as “a period 
when wealthy and influential people were building second homes in the growing and increasingly 
well-known resort Village.”  
 
Leading citizens of the midwestern city of Crawfordsville, the “Athens of Indiana,” the Snyders 
may have first discovered Palm Springs during one of Mr. Snyder’s numerous business trips to 
the coast during the mid to late 1920s. Snyder’s trips west related to the California lodges of the 
Tribe of Ben-Hur (hereinafter referred to as “Ben-Hur”). 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 
“considered 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.” 
 
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 organization’s 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 Wallace’s estate was located at 200 Wallace Avenue while the Snyder’s home was at 
201. 
 

 
The Snyder family’s 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 John’s 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 – 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 – 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 valley’s 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 world’s 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 Diego’s 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 exhibition’s 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 exposition’s 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 region’s climate and topography which was similar to that 
of Southern Spain and the Mediterranean.  

• It was historically evocative, a visual connection to Southern California’s 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 today’s 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 village’s architectural style. 
And the man she had chosen to design it was William Charles Tanner. 
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Morada La Estrella’s Architectural Designer – William Charles Tanner 
 

 
Nellie Coffman’s Desert Inn, the hotel that changed Palm Springs was also  

William Charles Tanner’s 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 
California’s 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 O’Donnell 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 home’s 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 Estrella’s Contractor – 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 
area’s 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 “Western White House,” 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, “Isn’t it possible to recapture some 
of the romance of the early days of California?” He believed it could be done by creating homes 
that would “capture some of the romance of the early days without sacrificing modern demands 
of comfort.” This type of home, which he called the Early California house, was perfectly suited to 
Southern California both climactically and through heritage. “It lends itself to many sites,” he 
wrote. “It is new and yet it is old…It combines the formal with the informal, it is quaint but dignified.” 
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 Tanner’s 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, Tanner’s 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 “the Days of the 
Dons,” 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 Tanner’s 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 Estrella’s east façade. 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, Tanner’s 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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Tanner’s 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. 
 

 
Tanner’s 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, Tanner’s 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 Estrella’s north (front) façade showing three of the living 

room’s 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. Tanner’s 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 home’s windows are “caged” in steel grilles. While these 
are a traditional feature on Spanish homes and are compatible to Morada La Estrella’s 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) 
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Ironically, the one original window grille appears to have been lost a number of years ago. It was 
located in the patio on the west inner wall and covered a small window that provided light for the 
hallway inside. The home’s current owners, Steve Scott and Bob Eicholz, replaced the clear glass 
of the window with period appropriate amber bottle glass. 
 

 
A glimpse of the now-lost decorative grille once found on the west patio wall. Note the bullfighting 

poster giving a further touch of Spanish flavor. 
(Courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott) 

 
 
The exterior fireplace was, and remains, one of Morada La Estrella’s most notable decorative 
elements. William Charles Tanner was known for creating unique and eye-catching fireplace 
designs and his work at Morada La Estrella is no exception. The unusual triangular-shaped 
opening surrounded by rustic stonework and topped by a stairstep brick chimney is a visual delight 
and a one-of-a-kind feature. At some point, the stairstep chimney was covered up, but it has 
recently been restored by the current owners to its original look. 
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A rare view of the exterior fireplace while under construction. Current homeowner Steve Scott 
believes its unique triangular shape offers a clue to Tanner’s future involvement in another major 
project nearby – Inspiration Point. While it cannot be conclusive without further documentation, it 
is a compelling theory that would fit with Tanner’s timeline and his work for Tom O’Donnell. 
 

(Upper photo: Courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott. Lower image: Author photo. November 2018) 
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The completed fireplace provided a dramatic focal point for the entire structure. 

(Courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott) 

 
 

While there have been some modifications to the patio, the fireplace retains its preeminent 
position as the unifying focal point of the home. 

(Author photo. July 2023) 
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Across Mediterranean villages from Spain to Italy, rusticated chimney stacks/caps have been 
prized for their uniqueness and charm since Medieval times. While performing a useful function, 
many have risen to the level of art. William Charles Tanner and other architects and designers of 
the 1920s-1930s, often used artistic chimney stacks/caps, which were inspired by European 
precedents. Elaborate chimney stacks became a hallmark of Tanner designs with each given its 
own feel and personality. 
 

 
The chimney at Morada La Estrella would be right at home in Spain and Italy. 

(Author photo. July 2023) 

 

 
A typical pair of vintage Italian chimneys. 

(via outofbounds.com) 
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One factor that has made Spanish Colonial Revival architecture so enduringly popular is its 
versatility. The style is so simple at its core that it does not usually clash if a different style is 
introduced, be it furniture or an architectural element. Throughout the Golden Age of Spanish 
architecture in Southern California, the master architects all enjoyed intermingling bits from other 
styles, sometimes in small ways, other times more significantly. Perhaps the most notable 
example is the Monterey Spanish style, which is a successful combination of both Spanish 
Colonial and American Colonial.  
 
William Charles Tanner was not afraid to bring in something different if he felt it would enhance a 
design, which he did at Morada La Estrella. While the majority of the home featured a solidly and 
typically Spanish Colonial exterior, Tanner threw a curveball in the form of a set of delicate lacy 
wrought iron lattice columns, which he used to frame the home’s entry. Introducing such an 
ostensibly incongruous feature reminiscent more of New Orleans than Seville was a bold and 
risky decision. Tanner, however, knew what he was doing and the columns added an unexpected 
grace, much like a fine lace tablecloth draped over a rough-hewn Spanish table. It was perhaps 
the most noteworthy example of William Charles Tanner, the artist, at Morada La Estrella.  
 
And he was not alone. Master architects such as Wallace Neff, Paul R. Williams, Gordon B. 
Kaufmann, Roland E. Coate, and others all did likewise, using lacy wrought-ironwork on entry 
columns, balconies, and elsewhere, to achieve the same kind of visual surprise that Tanner 
achieved at Morada La Estrella. 
 
Unfortunately, this entry is one of the lost elements at Morada La Estrella. (See Changes and 
Modifications to Morada La Estrella, page 41) 
 

 
(Courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott) 
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One of the unquestioned masters of Southern California Spanish architecture, Gordon B. 
Kaufmann, used wrought-iron in a similar fashion as Tanner, regularly including designs 

otherwise principally Spanish, Norman, Georgian, and English. This is an example from his 1938 
Eugene Hill-Smith Residence in Holmby Hills, Los Angeles.  

(Via The Architectural Digest, Volume X, No. 3. 1940) 
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A 1930s view of the living room of Morada La Estrella facing to the southeast.  

Note the mix of styles in the furnishings. 
(Courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott) 

 
The interior spaces at Morada La Estrella were as well thought out as the exterior. While filled 
with charm, the home was by no means grand. It was actually a rather modest house, particularly 
considering the prominence of the Snyders, but it was all they desired. Plus, building a grandiose 
house in the depths of the Depression was considered crass (although a number were indeed 
built across the country).  
 
By the time Morada La Estrella was built, the Snyders were empty nesters with their children all 
grown and with families of their own. As such, the house had only two principal bedrooms, each 
with ensuite baths, contained in its own wing off the east side of the living room. In the service 
wing, there were an additional two bedrooms which were likely used by staff although they could 
also serve for additional guests. 
 
As noted earlier in this nomination, Tanner designed a straightforward floorplan with clear 
definition of spaces. Both of the wings were arranged in such a way to have equal access to the 
main living room, the covered patio, and the gardens beyond. With multiple entrances in each 
wing, privacy could be ensured as desired in spite of the limited proportions. 
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The living room and its adjoining patio, artfully arranged by Tanner to be the heart of the home’s 
“public” activities, was warm and inviting and perfectly suited for entertaining with a double height 
ceiling and heavy wooden beams making the space feel larger. With its multiple French doors on 
both the north and south side, the living room literally connected to the outdoors. Tanner also 
subtly but effectively linked the exterior design to the interior, with the same distinct sawtooth 
boards gracing the upper parts of the east-west walls to match those on the exterior gables. He 
also used the same style of wooden corbel on the ceiling beams that he used at the exterior on 
the patio columns. The walls on three sides were sheathed in the same simulated adobe brick as 
the exterior, but on the fourth, the south wall, Tanner sheathed it entirely in vertical boards, lightly 
stained to show off the texture of the grain. With the ceiling above stained in the same fashion, it 
gave the illusion the ceiling was continuing down the wall.  
 
Another visual cue to the exterior, almost so subtle as to be missed, are the simple carvings along 
the lower edges of the heavy trestle beams. These match those found on the lintels above the 
doors and windows outside. 
 

 
The living room in its current form. There have been changes but the original feeling remains. 

(Courtesy of the Palm Springs Preservation Foundation) 

 
The centerpiece of the living room, the fireplace, was much more restrained than that directly 
behind it on the patio, being a simple rectangle framed in brick and wood. However, Tanner gave 
it an exquisite touch in the form of its wrought-iron screen, which has the home’s name, Morada 
La Estrella, punched through at the bottom. Above, are three stylistic stars, which may reference 
the home’s name. While there are several ways to interpret it, Morada La Estrella can be 
translated as “home of the star.” No matter what the interpretation may be, the effect of the home’s 
name backlit by an inviting fire, is a visual treat. It is also a near-miracle the screen has remained 
in situ for 91 years, and is one of the home’s treasures. 
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Morada La Estrella’s fireplace in the 1930s and today. 

(Top image: Courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott.  
Lower image: Courtesy of the Palm Springs Preservation Foundation) 
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The overall design and construction of Morada La Estrella reflects the very finest in architectural 
design, quality of materials, and not the least, in those who built it. While we do not know the 
names of those involved other than Tanner and the contractors William Marte and H.L. Hansen, 
it is clear the home was created by a talented group, ranging from construction workers to skilled 
craftspeople. While the Great Depression had a horrible effect on the building industry and those 
who worked in it, it did offer the opportunity for those who could afford to build to get the very best 
both in materials and in craftspeople at a bargain price. 
 
Karen E. Hudson, granddaughter of legendary architect Paul R. Williams, wrote of this effect when 
Williams was doing a mansion in the Hancock Park district of Los Angeles at the same time 
Morada La Estrella was under construction. Hudson wrote: 
 

Since the residence was built when many skilled craftspeople were unemployed, the 
artisans who carved the staircase and paneled the library often only received one day’s 
wages for two day’s work. 

 
It was a difficult situation across the country in 1931-1932 and may well have been the case at 
Morada La Estrella. But its construction doubtless helped some to survive. 
 

 
Skilled woodworkers preparing corbels for the living room beams on site ca. 1931. 

(Courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott) 
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Changes and Additions to Morada La Estrella 
 

Like all houses of its age, Morada La Estrella has been subject to the inevitability of modifications 
as new owners pass through its portals bringing with them ideas as to how to make the home 
their own. Over the course of its nearly 100-year history, the house has been altered in certain 
ways including a significant addition. However, these alterations/additions have largely been done 
in a way that does not diminish the home’s original integrity. 
 
Entry Alteration – 
 
As noted earlier in this nomination, Morada La Estrella’s front entry was originally a covered but 
open space featuring a set of wrought-iron columns decorated with vines and flowers. However, 
at some point (the date is unknown) the entry was modified. While the original tile roof extension 
was retained, the front door was drawn forward and the space fully walled to create an indoor 
space. As such, the wrought-iron columns were replaced by thick solid walls made of the same 
type of concrete block as the original portion of the house. It is clear that there was a sincere effort 
to not alter the original character of the house in how the addition was done. It takes the same 
dimensions as the original, uses the same type of brick and bears a lintel designed to match 
others on the house. The front door replacement remained as a French door albeit a sturdier 
version. 
 
While it cannot be verified with absolute certainty owing to the lack of details, this may well have 
been the “porch addition” referenced in a 1945 building permit taken out by owner Natt McDougall 
and executed by H.L. Hansen who, along with William Marte, was contractor for the home’s 
original construction. The sensitivity and seamlessness of the addition makes this a credible 
possibility. 
 

 
{Left image: Courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott. Right image: Courtesy of the Palm Springs Preservation 

Foundation) 
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Patio Alterations –  
 

 
A 1930s view of the patio in its original configuration. Outdoor fireplace is just out of frame on the 

right. A pair of French doors was later added to the wall on the center right. 
(Courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott) 

 
Like the front entry, the central patio has also undergone some alterations at unknown date(s). 
The most significant has been the enclosure of the original covered but open-air portion, which 
includes the home’s famous stone fireplace. The work included taking the original French doors 
and bringing them forward to the new wall space, which was filled in between by large nearly 
floor-to-ceiling windows. Between the windows and the French doors, the new wall is almost 
entirely glazed.  
 
While it cannot be confirmed through existing documentation if this was done at the same time, 
the patio roof was extended outwards in order for there to still be an open-air covered space. 
 
Additionally, and again, it cannot be confirmed as to the date, a set of French doors was added 
on the west wall of the patio, opening into one of the two bedrooms at the end of the west wing. 
This set of doors was an identical match of the existing French doors and mirrors the already 
extant set of French doors opening off the opposite side of the patio from the master bedroom. 
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These images, taken during the time of the previous owner, show  

the enclosed wall and outdoor patio extension. 
(Courtesy of Steve Scott) 
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A current view of the now-enclosed space looking west. The arched doorway had originally been 

squared and contained one of the pair of French doors relocated to the new patio wall. 
(Courtesy of the Palm Springs Preservation Foundation) 
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The Rod Taylor Additions/Alterations –  
 

 
This stylized “T” on a lintel in the front bedroom, is a reminder of the days when 

Morada La Estrella was owned by film star Rod Taylor. 
(Author photo. July 2023) 

 
When William Charles Tanner named the Snyder residence Morada La Estrella or “Home of the 
Star” in 1932, it became a prophecy of the day when it truly would become the home of a star. 
That star was Rod Taylor who purchased the home with his wife Carol in 1984.  
 
During their five years of ownership, the Taylors embarked upon the biggest modifications to date 
of Morada La Estrella. While substantial, the modifications did not diminish the home’s original 
integrity with the swimming pool and tennis court exterior features and the garage/recreation room 
a separate structure only superficially attached to the main house. Other than the “T” in the front 
bedroom, Taylor’s work (if any) in the interior is not known. However, Taylor was known as a 
talented woodworker who had designed and built much of the cabinetry in his Beverly Hills home. 
It is likely he crafted some elements of his Palm Springs getaway as well. 
 
Swimming Pool Addition 1984 -  
 
While today, a backyard swimming pool is a nearly ubiquitous feature of a Palm Springs home, it 
was not a common amenity until after World War II. It was not until 1984 when a swimming pool 
and spa were added to Morada La Estrella by Rod and Carol Taylor. The 16’ x 36’ gunite pool 
was built by Blue Cascade Pools at a cost of $15,000. 
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The 1984 Rod Taylor pool showing its relationship to the house. 

(Author photo. July 2023) 
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(Above) The Rod Taylor pool and spa as seen from the patio. View is facing south. 

(Below) Tiled steps leading to the spa and covered terrace. 
(Both: Author photo. July 2023) 
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Tennis Court Addition 1984 -  
 

 
 
Contemporaneous with the swimming pool was the addition of a championship sized tennis court 
placed on former lawn space on the home’s western side. The court was designed and built by 
Pacific Tennis Courts at a cost of $15,432.  
 
Garage Addition 1985 -  
 
In 1985, the Taylors changed the garage arrangements at Morada La Estrella. As originally built, 
the one-car garage was an integral part of the house, sharing the same roof and fitting within the 
original U-shaped massing of the structure. The garage, which was accessed off North Cahuilla 
Road, was on the home’s west side. 
 
The Taylors decided they needed a larger garage and, as a result, they built a new garage with 
storage/recreation space and partial bath, on former garden space on the home’s east side. Only 
superficially attached to the main house by way of a connecting roof, the new addition is separated 
by a breezeway. This prevented the original windows on the home’s east side from being blocked.  
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The 22’ x 40’ garage was designed by Glen W. Bouton (1914-1989), who practiced for more than 
40 years as an architect in his native Nebraska before relocating to Palm Springs. The contractor 
was Robert Boyer. The cost was $18,000. 
 
Bouton took great care to ensure the new garage would be as seamless as possible, matching 
the roofline both in pitch but also in the multicolored tilework, duplicating the rustic carved lintels 
above the garage doors, even scoring the stucco walls on the front to simulate the brickwork of 
the rest of the house. However, on the eastern side and rear (south) façade, which encompasses 
the recreation room/bath, this effort dropped off with little or no attempt to match the original 
house. Windows are of a different style and even the roof over the recreation room portion is flat 
composition with no tile. 
 

 
 
The 1985 garage and recreation room are connected to the original house not only by a single roof 

but also architecturally with elements matching the rest of the home.  It is, however, a separate 
structure, divided from the main house by a covered breezeway. 

(Author photo. July 2023) 
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The 1932 house and 1985 garage were carefully unified by the architect to form a near seamless 

transition. The breezeway separating the structures is found behind the rustic wooden gate. 
(Author photo. July 2023) 

 

 
A view through the breezeway looking north. Original house is on the left. 

(Author photo. July 2023) 
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The stylistic difference between the east and south side of the garage with its north side is 
somewhat surprising considering the effort made to unify the front with the main house. 

(Author photos. July 2023) 
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Conversion of the Original Garage –  
 
The new garage and recreation room on the home’s east side replaced the original garage, which 
was located on the west. Unlike the new garage, which was freestanding, the original garage was 
integrated into the house itself. 
 

This schematic shows the location of the original 1932 garage and 1985 replacement. The old 
driveway off Cahuilla has been subsumed beneath the tennis court. The original gateposts 
remain, hidden behind lush foliage. 
 
The space where the former garage was located was successfully redesigned into a new guest 
room and bath without altering any of the exterior or interior walls. The former garage door space 
was changed into French doors with a small patio created under the existing roof overhang. 
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The former 1932 garage. 

(Author photos. July 2023) 
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The converted garage at the time of the last owner’s occupancy. Note the sawtooth cornice. 

(Both photos: Courtesy of Steve Scott) 
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Landscaping and Hardscaping 

 
 

(Courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott) 

While the garden spaces surrounding Morada La Estrella provide a beautiful parklike setting, they 
have undergone numerous changes through the years. Initially the grounds were mostly desert 
plantings. Over time, different trees, shrubs and ornamental plants were introduced as well as 
grass. Today, there are a number of mature trees surrounding Morada La Estrella which may date 
back to its earliest years. The hardscape, however, is mostly lost with the exception of the wall 
that surrounds the entire property. It is made from the same slump stone concrete blocks used 
for the home’s construction. Vintage photos provided by the Snyder family show that the walls 
originally extended into the lot in at least two places creating separate garden spaces. These 
walls, however, were removed at an unknown date and the lot fully opened. 
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These images show how the spaces surrounding Morada La Estrella  
were originally divided by concrete walls of a style matching the house. 

(Both images Courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott) 
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Character Defining Features of Morada La Estrella 

Morada La Estrella is an exceptional example of Spanish Colonial Revival architecture. Its 
character defining features include: 

• An emphasis on horizontality including low pitched roof 

• Multiple gabled roof lines  

• Vintage barrel roof tiles 

• Blending of indoor and outdoor spaces 

• Asymmetrical U-shaped layout 

• Concrete block exterior wall treatments intended to imitate adobe brick 

• Overhanging eaves 

• Covered patio 

Contributing Elements 

• The original 1932 residence 

• Vintage Gladding, McBean roof tiles 

• Wood rafter tails and wooden eave brackets 

• Original portion of the covered patio with rustic stone fireplace 

• Wood and brick lintels 

• Multi-light and single-light casement windows 

• Wooden French doors excepting that which fronts the 1985 garage conversion 

• Original wood-plank doors 

• Original wrought-iron door hardware and shutter dogs 

• Wooden shutters 

• Sawtooth board siding under roof gables 

• Copper hooded box window at master bedroom 

• Concrete block perimeter wall 

Non-Contributing Elements 

• 1984 swimming pool and spa 

• Swimming pool/spa covered terrace 

• 1984 tennis court and surrounding fencing 

• Composition roofed patio extension 

• Tennis court pavilion  

• 1985 garage and recreation room 

• Equipment enclosures 

• Steel cages on various windows 

• Glass panels on patio extension 

• Non-original light fixtures 

• Non-original front door 

• Skylights on living room roof 

• Hardscape 

• Landscape including statuary and art pieces 
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BACKGROUND / HISTORIC CONTEXT  
 
The relatively short history of Palm Springs can be organized into several distinct periods, as 
defined by the Historic Resources Group’s Citywide Historic Context Statement & Survey 
Findings. These include the following:  
 

• Native American Settlement to 1969  

• Early Development (1884-1918)  

• Palm Springs Between the Wars (1919-1941)  

• Palm Springs During World War II (1939-1945)  

• Post-World War II Palm Springs (1945-1969)  
 
It is within the context of the period “Palm Springs Between the Wars” that Morada La Estrella will 
be evaluated. The following context statement is extracted from Historic Resource Group’s 
Citywide Historic Context Statement & Survey Findings: Palm Springs Between the Wars (1919-
1941):  
 
This context explores the transformation of Palm Springs from a modest spa town into a luxury 
winter resort in the years between the First and Second World Wars. By 1918 Nellie Coffman and 
her sons, George Roberson and Earl Coffman, understood the town’s potential, not as a health 
spa for asthmatics and consumptives, but as an exclusive winter resort for the well-to-do, and set 
about transforming their sanatorium into the luxurious Desert Inn, one of the most renowned 
hostelries in the country. Their success inspired the development of two equally spectacular 
hotels in the 1920s and cemented the town’s growing reputation as one of the country’s premier 
luxury winter resorts. The Oasis Hotel, designed by Frank Lloyd Wright, Jr. (known as Lloyd 
Wright) opened in 1925 by Pearl McCallum McManus; and the grand Hotel El Mirador, designed 
by Walker and Eisen in a sumptuous Spanish Colonial Revival style and opened in 1927.  
 
Automobile tourism played an early and important part of the success and growth of Palm Springs 
as a destination. In 1914, highway bonds were passed in Riverside County for extensive road 
improvements and construction of new routes. As part of these efforts, the highway connecting 
Los Angeles and Palm Springs was completed in October 1916. Pavement of the highway through 
to Indio was completed in 1924, allowing travelers to drive all the way from Los Angeles to Palm 
Springs in less than four hours, all on paved roads.  
 
The first residential subdivisions were recorded in the early 1920s on tracts largely concentrated 
on land immediately surrounding the existing village and the resorts. Several tracts were 
subdivided by Prescott T. Stevens, along with other prominent early Palm Springs settlers 
including Pearl McManus, Raymond Cree, and Harriet Cody.  
 
In the 1920s, business tycoons, industrialists, and other wealthy businessmen, along with the 
Hollywood elite discovered the desert and began to transform Palm Springs into an international 
resort. While the movie stars primarily stayed at the resort hotels when visiting Palm Springs, 
other wealthy residents and seasonal visitors started building architect-designed estates and 
drawing increased attention to the growing resort town.  
 
The 1930s saw Palm Springs blossom, as more and more celebrities made it their winter weekend 
getaway, and more development sprang up to house and entertain them. By the start of World 
War II, Palm Springs had so long been thought of as a movie star's playground that some of the 
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neighborhoods were described as "Beverly Hills in the desert." One section was so filled with film 
notables, the neighborhood was ultimately dubbed the "Movie Colony."  
 
In the 1930s important figures in finance and business continued to flock to the desert in the 
winter, helping to cement the village's reputation as one of the nation's top winter resort 
destinations.  
 
Architecturally, the Spanish and Mediterranean-Revival styles were the town’s dominant 
architectural expression during this period. In addition, there are examples of simplified Ranch 
houses featuring rustic details and board-and-batten exterior walls. Beginning in the 1930s, 
prominent modernist architects began making significant contributions to the architectural 
landscape in Palm Springs. 
 
EVALUATION:  
 
Criterion 1: Significant Events. The resource is associated with events that have made a 
meaningful contribution to the nation, state or community: Morada La Estrella is not 
affiliated with significant events and does not qualify as a Class 1 Historic Resource 
under Criterion 1. 

Criterion 2: Significant Persons.  Criterion 2 recognizes properties associated with the 
lives of persons who made meaningful contributions to the national, state or local history: 
Morada La Estrella was built by prominent Indiana businessman John Corson Snyder (1866-
1941) and his wife, Estella F. Snyder (1871-1958) to serve as a winter retreat for themselves and 
their family.  While the Snyders were both prominent figures within their community and 
professional associations, they do not rise to a level that meets the criteria of persons who 
had influence in local and national history. One later owner, film star Rod Taylor (1930-
2015) would have possibly qualified owing to his level of importance in motion pictures.  
However, Taylor’s ownership of Morada La Estrella came late in his career after his 
popularity had waned. Therefore, Morada La Estrella does not qualify for listing as a 
Class 1 Historic Resource under Criterion 2. 

ARCHITECTURE (Criteria 3 – 6) 
 
Criterion 3: The resource reflects or exemplifies a particular period of national, state or 
local history: Completed in 1932, Morada La Estrella exhibits many stylistic markers which place 
it directly in the historic context of the “Palm Springs Between the Wars (1919-1941)” period. The 
custom-designed and built structure represents a fine example of significant Spanish Colonial 
Revival architecture for which Palm Springs first became known. Morada La Estrella is part of the 
group of structures, the majority done by Tanner himself, which established Spanish Colonial 
Revival as Palm Springs’ dominant architectural style. And it was during this period, 1920s-1930s, 
that Palm Springs rose to prominence as a world class resort. Spanish Colonial Revival would 
remain Palm Springs’ principal architectural style all the way up to the end of World War II when 
Desert Modernism began its ascent. As such, Morada La Estrella is viewed as an essential 
component of the historical trends that have come to define Palm Springs’ image as a world-class 
resort, i.e., a historical movement that exemplifies a particular period of the national, state or local 
history. Therefore, Morada La Estrella qualifies for listing as a Class 1 Historic Resource 
under Criterion 3. 
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Criterion 4: The resource embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period or 
method of construction: Morada La Estrella was built using simple materials and conventional 
construction methods. As such, the residence is not noteworthy for its type or construction method 
and does not qualify for listing as a Class 1 Historic Resource under Criterion 4. Morada La 
Estrella does not qualify for listing as a Class 1 Historic Resource under Criterion 4. 
 
Criterion 5: (That (a): represents the work of a master builder, designer, artist, or architect 
whose individual genius influenced his age; or (b): that possesses high artistic value): 

5a: Work of a Master:  Morada La Estrella was the work of William Charles Tanner (1876-1960), 
an architectural designer responsible for popularizing the Spanish Colonial Revival style in Palm 
Springs. Tanner’s design work, especially on the Desert Inn (1922-1926) changed the very look 
of Palm Springs, transforming it from an undistinguished jumble of frame structures into a stylish 
Spanish style resort. In addition to Morada La Estrella, Tanner’s residential work includes a 
number of fine homes across the region. His most famous are the Dorothy Arzner/Marion Morgan 
house in Los Angeles (1930) and Ojo del Desierto (1926), the Tom O’Donnell estate in Palm 
Springs. Additionally, the home’s builders, William Marte and H.L. Hansen, were among the 
busiest contractors practicing in Palm Springs during the 1930s. They were known for their very 
high-quality construction for high-profile people during this period. Therefore, Morada La Estrella 
can certainly be described as the work of masters in view of Tanner’s history of 
architectural excellence and Marte-Hansen’s record of quality construction. 
 
5b: Properties possessing high artistic values: High artistic values may be expressed in many 
ways, including areas as diverse as community design or planning, engineering, and sculpture.  
Morada La Estrella was a showcase of Spanish Colonial Revival style architecture that 
represented the very ideals of what has made the style so enduringly popular such as its emphasis 
on indoor-outdoor living and a relaxed, casual atmosphere.  

Morada La Estrella certainly articulates the best of what made Spanish Colonial Revival style 
architecture so popular to a level of excellence that, in total, could easily be considered an 
aesthetic ideal.  Therefore, for its distinctive characteristics representing the Spanish 
Colonial Revival style, as the work of a master architectural designer and its high artistic 
values, Morada La Estrella qualifies as a Class 1 Historic Resource under Criterion 5. 

Criterion 6: (That represents a significant and distinguishable entity whose components may lack 
individual distinction).  This Criterion was created to address the resources contained within a 
potential historic district and as such it does not apply to this nomination.  Hence, Morada La 
Estrella does not qualify as a Class 1 Historic Resource under Criterion 6. 
 
Criterion 7: (That has yielded or may be likely to yield information important to the national, state 
or local history or prehistory.)  Morada La Estrella is not likely to yield information important to the 
national, state or local history or prehistory.  Hence, Morada La Estrella does not qualify as a 
Class 1 Historic Resource under Criterion 7. 
 
SUMMARY: This evaluation finds Morada La Estrella eligible for listing as a Palm Springs 
Historic Resource under 8.05.070 C.1. a., paragraphs iii, and v of the local ordinance’s 
seven criteria. 
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INTEGRITY ANALYSIS 

Integrity is the ability of a property to convey its significance.  To be listed in the local registry, a 
property must not only be shown to be significant under the criteria, but it also must have integrity.  
The evaluation of integrity is sometimes a subjective judgment, but it must always be grounded 
in an understanding of a property's physical features and how they relate to its significance.  
Historic properties either retain integrity (that is, convey their significance) or they do not.  The 
definition of integrity includes seven aspects or qualities.  To retain historic integrity a property will 
always possess several, and usually most, of the aspects.  The retention of specific aspects of 
integrity is paramount for a property to convey its significance.  Determining which of these 
aspects are most important to a particular property requires knowing why, where, and when the 
property is significant.  The following sections define the seven aspects and explain how they 
combine to produce integrity. 

LOCATION 

Location is the place where an historic property was constructed or the place where an historic 
event occurred.  The relationship between the property and its location is often important to 
understanding why the property was created or why something happened.  The actual location of 
a historic property, complemented by its setting, is particularly important in recapturing the sense 
of historic events and persons.  Except in rare cases, the relationship between a property and its 
historic associations is destroyed if the property is moved.  Morada La Estrella remains in its 
original location and therefore qualifies under this aspect. 

DESIGN 

Design is the combination of elements that create the form, plan, space, structure, and style of a 
property. It results from conscious decisions made during the original conception and planning of 
a property and applies to activities as diverse as community planning, engineering, architecture, 
and landscape architecture. Design includes such elements as organization of space, proportion, 
scale, technology, ornamentation, and materials. A property’s design reflects historic functions 
and technologies as well as aesthetics. It includes such considerations as the structural system; 
massing; arrangement of spaces; pattern of fenestration; textures and colors of surface materials; 
type, amount, and style of ornamental detailing.  Morada La Estrella’s essential characteristics 
of form, plan, space, structure, and style have survived largely intact.  Similarly, the 
structural system; massing; arrangement of spaces; pattern of fenestration; and the type, 
amount, and style of detailing have survived almost entirely intact.  A 1985 garage and 
recreation room, which was designed to match the home’s original style, is a separate 
structure, only superficially attached to the original house by a shared tile roof. An undated 
alteration to the front entry, enclosed what had been a covered porch. However, the 
changes retained the original footprint with cement block construction identical to the 
original house and other original details either retained or faithfully copied. One further 
change, the enclosure of the formerly open-air covered patio, combined two original pairs 
of French doors with floor-to-ceiling length glazing. As such, the home still reflects the 
same Spanish Colonial Revival style architecture, design elements such as simulated 
adobe walls, barrel tile roofing, casement windows, French doors, etc., first introduced by 
master architectural designer William Charles Tanner in 1932.  
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SETTING 

Setting is the physical environment of a historic property. Whereas location refers to the specific 
place where a property was built or an event occurred, setting refers to the character of the place 
in which the property played its historical role. It involves how, not just where, the property is 
situated and its relationship to surrounding features and open space.  Setting often reflects the 
basic physical conditions under which a property was built and the functions it was intended to 
serve. In addition, the way in which a property is positioned in its environment can reflect the 
designer’s concept of nature and aesthetic preferences. Morada La Estrella was built on a 
prominent spot in the high-end Merito Vista tract, one of the oldest residential tracts in 
Palm Springs in 1932. The low-slung house was, and continues to be, surrounded by a 
high concrete block wall scored to resemble adobe bricks just the same way as the walls 
of the house itself. The original lot has never been subdivided and the house retains the 
same space as when built. And it enjoys the same views it did when first built, with no 
taller structures blocking it off. The setting of the Morada La Estrella continues to reflect 
the architectural designer’s original design relationship of site and structure. 

MATERIALS 

Materials are the physical elements that were combined or deposited during a particular period of 
time and in a particular pattern or configuration to form a historic property. The choice and 
combination of materials reveals the preferences of those who created the property and indicate 
the availability of particular types of materials and technologies.  Morada La Estrella’s exterior 
surface materials, which consist primarily of slump stone concrete block scored to mimic 
adobe, multi-hued barrel tile roof, rough-hewn lintels, wood rafter tails and eave brackets, 
wooden shutters, wooden French doors and windows, have remained essentially intact 
and continue to express the physical elements as designed during the building’s period of 
significance; the pattern and configuration that today forms the residence survives intact.  

WORKMANSHIP 

Workmanship is the physical evidence of the crafts of a particular culture or people during any 
given period in history or prehistory. It is the evidence of artisans’ labor and skill in constructing 
or altering a building, structure, object, or site. Workmanship can apply to the property as a whole 
or to its individual components. It can be expressed in vernacular methods of construction and 
plain finishes or in highly sophisticated configurations and ornamental detailing. It can be based 
on common traditions or innovative period techniques. Workmanship is important because it can 
furnish evidence of the technology of a craft, illustrate the aesthetic principles of a historic or 
prehistoric period, and reveal individual, local, regional, or national applications of both 
technological practices and aesthetic principles. Examples of workmanship in historic buildings 
include tooling, carving, painting, graining, turning, and joinery.  The fine workmanship of 
Morada La Estrella is evidenced in different ways such as how the slump stone concrete 
blocks were produced to give the effect of ancient adobe; the delicate, simple carvings 
along the wooden lintels; the graceful curves of the wrought-iron shutter dogs, and the 
artistry of the patio fireplace, a bravura performance by the architectural designer in two 
types of rustic stone, plaster, brick, and tile. Thanks to the rare opportunity to compare 
images of the home when it was first constructed and how it appears today, it is clear 
Morada La Estrella continues to express a high degree of contemporary period 
workmanship. 



64 

 

FEELING 

Feeling is a property’s expression of the aesthetic or historic sense of a particular period of time. 
It results from the presence of physical features that, taken together, convey the property’s historic 
character. For example, a rural historic district retaining original design, materials, workmanship, 
and setting will relate the feeling of agricultural life in the 19th century.  When it was completed 
in 1932, Morada La Estrella was intended to provide a comfortable desert home that 
allowed its occupants to not only connect meaningfully with the natural environment 
which surrounded it, but also to visually transport them through its historically evocative 
architecture, to the days of Southern California’s romantic Spanish/Mexican past. More 
than 90 years later, Morada La Estrella continues to reflect that exact same aesthetic.  
Accordingly, the residence retains its original integrity of feeling. 

ASSOCIATION 

Association is the direct link between an important historic event or person and a historic property. 
A property retains association if it is the place where the event or activity occurred and is 
sufficiently intact to convey that relationship to an observer. Like feeling, association requires the 
presence of physical features that convey a property’s historic character. For example, a 
Revolutionary War battlefield whose natural and man-made elements have remained intact since 
the 18th century will retain its quality of association with the battle.  Because feeling and 
association depend on individual perceptions, their retention alone is never sufficient to support 
eligibility of a property for the National Register.  Morada La Estrella is an important example 
of a custom-designed 1930s Spanish Colonial Revival style house. It, along with a number 
of other structures built during the same period (mid-1920s to mid-1930s) set the 
architectural tone for Palm Springs, helping to transform its look from a disjointed mix of 
frame structures into a stylish Spanish resort. As its integrity has remained intact, Morada 
La Estrella offers a powerful visual callback of that period when Palm Springs was a haven 
for historic Spanish Colonial Revival architecture well before it was diluted by newer 
styles. Accordingly, it continues its association with a pattern of events that have made a 
meaningful contribution to the community. 

INTEGRITY SUMMARY: Morada La Estrella appears to be in excellent condition partially due to 
the use of construction materials suitable for the harsh desert environment.  This integrity analysis 
confirms that the building and site of Morada La Estrella still possesses all seven aspects of 
integrity.  As noted, Morada La Estrella retains a remarkable amount of original detail. In 
summary, Morada La Estrella still possesses a high degree of integrity sufficient to qualify 
for designation as a Class 1 Historic Resource. 
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Appendix II 

Assessor Map 
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Appendix III 

Chain of Title 

The subject of the following documentary transfers is the real property in the City of Palm 
Springs (from 1938 forward), County of Riverside, State of California, described as Lot 94 
and the north 59.5 feet of Lot 95 of the Merito Vista Tract, as per map recorded in Book 12, 
Page 94 of Maps, in the office of the Riverside County Recorder, otherwise known as 271 
West Merito Place. 

 
10-30-1930  Bank of America of California to Estella F. Snyder, a married woman. 
2-14-1943 Estella F. Snyder, a widow, to Natt Mc Dougall Company. 
12-17-1943   Natt Mc Dougall Company to Natt Mc Dougall. 
11-28-1945 Natt Mc Dougall and Christena Kennedy Mc Dougall, husband and wife, 

to Lee Frank, a married man. 
9-27-1948 Merwyn Evans Frank and Walter Frank, Executors of the Estate of Lee 

Frank, Deceased, to Merwyn Evans Frank and Walter Frank, trustees 
under the Last Will and Testament of Lee Frank, Deceased. 

9-30-1948 Merwyn Evans Frank and Walter Frank, trustees under the Last Will and 
Testament of Lee Frank, Deceased, to Merwyn Evans Frank, a widow. 

5-9-1983 Estate of Merwyn E. Frank to Richard E. Evans, Sr. 
5-2-1984 Richard E. Evans Sr. to Rod Taylor and Carol Y. Taylor, husband and 

wife, as joint tenants. 
8-30-1989 Rod Taylor and Carol Y. Taylor, husband and wife, as joint tenants, to 

George I. Rosenthal, Trustee of the George I. Rosenthal Trust of May 16, 
1983. 

12-16-1992 George I. Rosenthal, Trustee of the George I. Rosenthal Trust of May 16, 
1983 to Bernard L. Warner and Southpac Trust International, Inc., Co-
Trustees of the George I. Rosenthal Trust of May 16, 1983. 

12-16-1992 Bernard L. Warner and Southpac Trust International, Inc. as co-
trustees of the George I. Rosenthal Trust of May 16, 1983 to George I. 
Rosenthal, trustee of the Ruth Rosenthal Trust, a 77.4% undivided 
interest, and to Bernard L. Warner and Southpac Trust International, 
Inc., as co-trustees of the George I. Rosenthal Trust of May 16, 1983, a 
22.6% undivided interest, with all as tenants in common. 

3-19-1996 George I. Rosenthal, trustee of the Ruth Rosenthal Trust, and Bernard L. 
Warner, Southpac Trust International, Inc., as co-trustees of the George 
I. Rosenthal Trust of May 16, 1983, to Gilbert Garfield, a single man. 

4-3-1996 Gilbert Garfield, a single man, to Gilbert I. Garfield, as trustee of the 
Garfield Family Trust Agreement dated December 20, 1993. 

5-16-2011 Steven J. Weissman as Successor Trustee of the Garfield Family Trust 
Agreement dated December 20, 1993, to William Katzin, trustee of Gemini 
Trust (Mike and Megan Abbott). 

2-13-2020 William Katzin, trustee of the Gemini Trust, to Robert L. Eicholz and 
Steven Scott of the Eicholz Scott Family Trust.  

 



72 

 

Appendix IV 

Building Permits 

The following is a summary of building permits provided by the Palm Springs 
Department of Building and Safety in response to a public records request in June 2023. 

However, a subsequent search of the Desert Sun newspaper database revealed three 
more permit references. These are the first three noted below: 

 
1943 Owner: Natt McDougall 
Unspecified Remodeling $100 
 
1944 Owner: Natt McDougall 
Unspecified repairs $30 
 
6-5-1944 Owner: Natt McDougall 
Addition $200 
 
7-2-1945 Owner: Natt McDougall  Contractor: H.L. Hansen 
Porch addition 
 
8-17-1961 Owner: Mrs. Lee Frank Contractor: Utility Heat and Cooling 
Air conditioning 
 
6-25-1962 Owner: Mrs. Lee Frank Contractor: Palm Springs Sewer Service 
Sewer inspection 
 
10-23-1968 Owner: Mrs. Lee Frank Contractor: Leo Wilkes Plumbing 
Sprinkler system 
 
5-4-1972 Owner: Mrs. Lee Frank Contractor: Admiral Awning 
Awning 
 
4-30-1976 Owner: Lee Frank  Contractor: Lake Air Conditioning 
Air conditioning 
 
6-25-1984 Owner: Rod Taylor  Contractor: Blue Cascade Pools 
Swimming pool 
 
6-28-1984 Owner: Rod Taylor  Contractor: Pacific Tennis Courts 
Tennis court 
 
6-21-1985 Owner: Rod Taylor  Architect: Glen Bouton 
Garage     Contractor: Robert Boyer 
 



73 

 

Appendix V 

Owner Biographies 

1932-1943 – First Owners – John Corson Snyder and Estella F. Snyder 
 
John Corson Snyder (1866-1941) and his wife Estella F. Courtwright Snyder (1871-1958) were 
leading citizens in the Midwestern town of Crawfordsville, Indiana with John being the president 
of the Ben-Hur Life Association, a nationwide insurance carrier. The Snyders appear to have 
wintered in Palm Springs prior to making the decision to purchase a lot and build a winter base 
for themselves, their family and friends. Between 1932 and John’s death in 1941, the Snyders 
divided their time between Crawfordsville and Palm Springs. 
 
Born on a farm near Middleton, Ohio in 1866, Snyder moved with his family to Crawfordsville 
when he was seven. At 15, the family moved to another farm in southwestern Missouri where he 
briefly taught school after his high school education. At 21, he moved to Kansas City to attend 
business college. He tried several ventures such as real estate and zinc mining before returning 
to Crawfordsville and embarking upon his lifelong career with The Tribe of Ben-Hur (later Ben-
Hur Life Association), which his brother Frank had helped establish in 1893. Snyder would steadily 
rise in the organization until in 1923 he became its head, a position he would hold for the 
remainder of his life. While Ben-Hur took up the majority of his time, he managed to serve 
concurrently as president of the Elston Bank and Trust Co. of Crawfordsville from 1923-1941.  
 
Snyder was also extremely active in civic affairs, heavily involved in the American Red Cross, 
YWCA and Liberty Bond drives during World War I. He also became a leading figure in the 
Chamber of Commerce on a local, statewide and national scale, serving not only as president of 
the Crawfordsville Chamber but also the Indiana State Chamber of Commerce between 1919-
1920. Snyder was such a well-known and highly regarded figure, he was put in nomination by the 
Democratic Party of Montgomery County for the United States Senate. Although it was only a 
“Favorite Son” nomination, it nonetheless showed the esteem by which he was held in his 
hometown county. 
 
Snyder married Estella F. Courtwright in May 1889, a relationship that would produce three 
daughters: Helen (b. 1892), Marion (b. 1903) and Estella (b. 1905). The couple’s marriage was a 
happy and enduring one lasting the duration of their lives. Estella, like her husband, was socially 
and civically minded. On occasion, she would even open up their homes in Crawfordsville and 
Palm Springs, to host charity events. Both were active at St. Paul’s Church in Crawfordsville and 
Palm Springs. 
 
John Snyder died at age 75 in 1941. His death was noted not only in his home places of 
Crawfordsville and Palm Springs, but nationwide as well, even earning an obituary in the New 
York Times. Estella outlived her husband by nearly 20 years, dying in Crawfordsville at age 87 in 
1958. 
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1943-1945 – Second Owners – Natt McDougall 
 

 
(via nmc1988.com) 

 
At the time of his purchase of Morada La Estrella, Nathan “Natt” McDougall (1879-1954), was the 
president of a major construction company in Portland, Oregon. Still in business today, the Natt 
McDougall Company is a civil engineering and general contracting firm operating principally in 
the states of Oregon and Washington. The company has remained in family hands since its 
founding 1932 and its current president in 2023 is Natt Anthony McDougall, Jr. 
 
McDougall and his wife Christena’s time at Morada La Estrella was brief, but they continued 
coming to Palm Springs, often staying at the Desert Inn. Their son, Natt, Jr., and his wife Ann, 
would later become prominent residents of Palm Desert. 
 
1945-1983 – Third Owners – Lee Frank and Merwyn Evans Frank 
 

 To date, the Frank family represents the longest stewardship of Morada 
La Estrella. Lee Frank (1880-1947) was a successful financier from 
Chicago, long associated with the National Bond and Investment 
Company. In 1941, he was elected Chairman of the Board of the firm, a 
position he would hold until the company was liquidated a few years later. 
Even while he was still a vice president of the firm, Frank was included on 
the annual list of the nation’s highest paid executives. 
 
Frank and his wife, Merwyn Evans Frank (1897-1982), lived at the 
prestigious Aquitania Apartments at 5000 North Marine Drive, overlooking 
Lake Michigan. According to Mrs. Frank, the couple discovered the 
pleasures of Palm Springs in 1935 and began making it a regular winter 

destination. In 1945, they purchased Morada La Estrella from Natt and Christena McDougall as 
their permanent winter home. 
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(Via the Desert Sun 3-9-1951) 

 

Even after Lee Frank’s death at 67 in 1947, Morada La Estrella remained an unofficial 
headquarters for winter residents from Chicago. Merwyn Frank was very active socially and 
civically with her name appearing regularly in Hildy Crawford’s “Around Town” column in the 
Desert Sun. Merwyn was famous for the many parties she threw at Morada La Estrella including 
her annual New Year’s Eve buffet and card party and her Tuesday night card and cocktails parties. 
One of her most memorable events was the 1958 Lincoln’s Birthday soiree she hosted at Morada 
La Estrella for the Chicago contingent. The elegant event, catered by master Palm Springs caterer 
Santos de Jesus, featured a red and white theme. “Red and white flowers flanked on either side 
by tapered candles made an attractive centerpiece for the dinner table covered in an imported 
white dinner cloth,” reported the Desert Sun. 
 
Merwyn Frank was also heavily involved with such organizations as the Palm Springs Art 
Museum, the Women’s Auxiliary of the Desert Hospital, and the Heart Fund. A longtime member 
of the Palm Springs Garden Club, Merwyn regularly opened up Morada La Estrella for meetings, 
which usually included a speaker. As the Desert Sun noted on the February 1957 gathering: 
 

Members of the Palm Springs Garden Club gathered on Saturday at the Merito Place 
home of Mrs. Merwyn Frank for dessert and the February meeting…Members, according 
to custom, wore flowers grown in their own gardens, and answered roll call by giving the 
name of the flower worn. A wide variety of dozens of flowers was represented. 

 
Although her social activities gradually decreased as she grew older, Merwyn Frank continued 
enjoying Morada La Estrella, hosting friends and family, until her death at 85 in 1982. 
 
1983-1984 – Fourth Owner – Richard E. Evans, Sr. 
 
Richard E. Evans, Sr. inherited Morada La Estrella from Merywn Evans Frank. His relationship to 
her is unclear but he appears to be a relative based on the shared Evans name. He also appears 
to have not planned on keeping the property, selling it within a year after the inheritance. 
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1984-1989 – Fifth Owners – Rod Taylor and Carol Yates Taylor 
 
 

 
Rod Taylor at the height of his fame in the 1960s. 

(via IMDB. © 1978 Gene Trindl/mptvimages.com) 

 
Morada La Estrella was picked up by famous Hollywood film star Rod Taylor (1930-2015) and his 
wife, former actress and artist Carol Kikumura (Yates). Best known for The Time Machine (1960) 
and Alfred Hitchcock’s The Birds (1963), Taylor was one of the biggest stars of the 1960s. He 
had an extensive career that would last from the 1950s through 2009 with his last role being that 
of Sir Winston Churchill in Quenton Tarantino’s Inglorious Bastards (2009).  
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The following is a brief biographical sketch of Taylor taken from his page at Turner Classic Movies 
(TCM.com) 
 

With a career spanning six decades, Australian actor Rod Taylor had many opportunities 
to prove his abilities as a performer in film, TV, theater and radio. Born in the suburban 
town of Lidcombe in New South Wales, Australia, Taylor had early exposure to the creative 
arts from his mother, a writer of more than a hundred children's stories, and his father, a 
construction contractor who also worked as a commercial artist. Taylor picked up his 
father's knack for visual design, working at Mark Foy's department store painting window 
displays as he studied graphic arts at East Sydney Technical and Fine Arts College. 
Undeniably, however, Taylor also loved acting. In his spare time he would take drama 
classes and participate in small-scale theatrical productions like "Julius Caesar" at the 
Independent Theatre in 1950 and "The Vigil" at John Alden Co. in 1951. Taylor got married 
around this time to a woman named Peggy Williams, though he would later remark that 
they were far too young at the time to create a healthy marriage. He wavered between his 
two crafts until he had a formative experience watching a performance of "Richard III" by 
none other than Sir Laurence Olivier and his touring Old Vic theatre troupe. Taylor was so 
inspired by the production that he made up his mind to pursue acting full time. He would 
continue to act on stage, but Taylor found still more success acting in radio dramas, which 
soon became his full time occupation. He starred in such popular radio shows as "The 
Dambusters," "Tarzan," "Blue Hills," Such Men are Dangerous," "No Lullaby for Lise," and 
many more, before he won the Rola award for his performance on "O'Sullivan's Bay" in 
1954. Recently divorced from Williams, Taylor parlayed his win into a trip to Hollywood, 
where he set to work breaking into the mainstream film industry. He found many outlets 
early on, appearing on shows like "Studio 57" (DuMont, 1954-58) and in films like "World 
Without End" (1956) and "The Catered Affair" (1956) before his big break came in 1960, 
with a starring role in George Pal's adaptation of "The Time Machine" (1960). The film's 
success skyrocketed Taylor's fame to a new level, and he would appear in several more 
prominent movies from that period, including "The Birds" (1963). The iconic Hitchcock 
thriller would come on the heels of Taylor's second marriage to Mary Hilem, with whom 
he would give birth to a daughter, Felicia, in 1964. While this marriage would also end in 
divorce, in 1969, Taylor's career remained successful, with roles in landmark films and TV 
shows like "Zabriskie Point" (1970), and the series "Bearcats!" (CBS, 1971). He would be 
married again in 1980 to Carol Kikumura, a woman Taylor had dated back in the early '60s 
before she relocated to Las Vegas. After rekindling their relationship, he and Kikumura's 
union would last for the rest of his life. Meanwhile, Taylor found ongoing success 
throughout the '80s on the shows "Masquerade" (ABC, 1983-84) and "Falcon Crest" (CBS, 
1981-89). The '90s found Taylor acting in movies like "Open Season" (1995) and on shows 
like "Walker, Texas Ranger" (CBS, 1993-2001) and "Murder, She Wrote" (CBS, 1984-
1995). His last appearance on screen was as the great Winston Churchill in the explosively 
popular Quentin Tarantino film "Inglorious Basterds" (2009). Taylor died in Los Angeles 
on January 7, 2015. He was 84 years old. 
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1989-1996 – Sixth Owner – George I. Rosenthal 
 
According to information found by Morada La Estrella’s current owner Steve Scott, well-known 
Southern California entrepreneur George Rosenthal (1931- ) purchased the house solely for the 
tennis court and never spent a single night there during the entirety of his 7-year ownership of the 
house. 
 
Rosenthal is the founder of Raleigh Enterprises, which he started in 1955 as a general contracting 
and development company. The firm became involved in real estate, selling homes in Orange 
County before moving on to commercial projects. A major break came in 1963 when Raleigh 
partnered with Playboy Enterprises to develop the Playboy Building and Playboy Club on Sunset 
Boulevard in West Hollywood. That same year they began their first hotel venture with the Sunset 
Marquis. Other hotels in the Raleigh portfolio have included the Westwood Marquis; the Stephen 
F. Austin Hotel in Austin, Texas; Hotel Jerome in Aspen, Colorado and the Ritz-Carlton in 
Georgetown, Washington D.C. 
 
In 1974, Raleigh branched out in the record-keeping business with the creation of File Keepers, 
and in 1979, Raleigh purchased the historic Producer’s Studio on Melrose Avenue in Hollywood. 
Rosenthal resurrected and expanded the fading studio and rebranded it as Raleigh Studios. 
 
Today, Rosenthal may best be known for the 235-acre Malibu winery, Rosenthal – The Malibu 
Estate. 
 
1996-2011 – Seventh Owner – Gilbert Garfield 
 
Gilbert “Gil” Garfield (1933-2011) was a successful singer, songwriter and music producer who 
lived at Morada La Estrella with his longtime partner, publicist Mike Hiles. The Los Angeles-born 
Garfield began his musical career singing in local L.A. nightclubs before partnering with Sue Allen 
and Bert Convy to form “The Cheers.” In 1955, the group had a Top-10 chart topper with Leiber 
& Stoller’s “Black Denim Trousers and Motorcycle Boots.” This was followed by another Leiber & 
Stoller tune – “Bazoom! I Need Your Lovin’,” which also made the Billboard charts. 
 
After the group disbanded, Garfield formed a new association, teaming with his childhood friend 
Perry Botkin, Jr. to create “The Fraternity Brothers,” which had several hits including “Wonderful 
Summer.” Later, he would later team up with Johnny Cole to form “Gil and Johnny.”  
 
As his music career began to decline, Garfield was quick to seek out other opportunities. Even 
while still writing songs, he took on a second career as a contractor, working with this father’s real 
estate development firm Desser-Garfield Developments. And he joined with his sister Suzanne to 
create a children’s apparel line marketed under the name “Ivan Joy.” They were also creators of 
the “Pan-T-Boot,” shoes with panty hose built in. This was not a success. 
 
In his later years, the multi-talented Garfield became an accomplished artist and art collector and 
was known for his generous philanthropy to numerous worthy causes. 
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2011-2020 – Eighth Owners – Mike and Megan Abbott 
 

 
Mike and Megan Abbott entertaining members of the  

Palm Springs Historical Society at Morada La Estrella. 
(Courtesy Palm Springs Historical Society) 

 
The Abbotts purchased Morada La Estrella under the name of the Gemini Trust and it 
was to be their winter home “during the rainy Vancouver winters.” The Abbotts were much 
beloved Vancouverites who would transfer their charm and love of life to Palm Springs 
where they made many friends. Mike Abbott (1938-2019) was, according to his obituary 
in the Vancouver Sun, someone who “always marched to the tune of his own drummer.” 
He was involved with many business ventures in his life but is perhaps best remembered 
for being the founder of Buy&Sell in Vancouver in 1971, said to be the first free classified 
ad newspaper in the world. It was a phenomenal success and led to the format being 
copied around the world. He also founded Vancouver’s popular Havana restaurant, 
among other ventures. 
 
The Abbotts found particular solace in their “small Spanish house in Palm Springs,” which, 
according to his obituary, “brought out [Mike’s] truly happy and tanned side.” 
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2020-Present – Ninth Owners – Steve Scott and Robert Eicholz 
 
When Steve Scott and Bob Eicholz purchased Morada La Estrella, they had little knowledge of 
its history. They only knew that they loved the home’s beauty and historic charms. Steve was so 
intrigued by the house he began to dig into its history. And, over time, he was able to locate 
family members of the home’s original owners, the Snyders, who provided photographs, home 
movies and priceless memories. Steve’s excellent research has furthered the scholarship on 
William Charles Tanner and his contributions to Palm Springs architecture.  
 
Both Steve and Bob are dedicated to preserving Morada La Estrella and are active supporters 
of the efforts to dedicate it as a Class 1 Historic Resource. 
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Appendix VI 

William Charles Tanner, Jr. 
(1876-1960) 

 

 
An artist in the truest sense of the word, William Charles Tanner spent the bulk of his long life in 
the creation of beauty. Renowned for his portraits of prominent citizens, sweeping historical 
murals, and his clever “Puzzle Pictures,” which were syndicated in newspapers across the 
country, the Canadian-born Tanner was a well-known figure in the art world from the dawn of the 
20th Century to the start of World War II. Yet his most enduring artistic legacy may be found, not 
on canvas, but in concrete, stucco, and tile.  
 
Tanner saw no distinction between art and architecture and during his peak years of creativity 
from the 1910s through the 1930s, he regularly switched between the easel and the architect’s 
drawing board, producing a series of accomplished designs in Palm Springs and throughout 
Southern California.  Tanner approached his building plans with a painter’s eye, which may 
explain why they rise above the merely competent and into the realm of “architecture as art.”  
 
Just how Tanner became so skilled in architecture remains an intriguing mystery, but it is known 
that he spent five years as a draftsman with a prominent architectural firm while attending the Art 
Institute of Chicago. The firm’s name has eluded historians, but the education Tanner received 
was first-rate as evidenced by the quality and confidence of his later work. 
 
Tanner’s earliest known Palm Springs design was also his greatest – The Spanish Colonial-styled 
Desert Inn complex (1922-1926), which was hailed nationwide for its beauty and artistry. He 
followed this masterpiece with a series of artful desert homes that include the famed Ojo Del 
Desierto estate of oilman Thomas O’Donnell, Invernada, for capitalist George Heigho, and 
Morada La Estrella, the Las Palmas residence of prominent Indiana businessman, John C. 
Snyder. At the same time, he was producing a group of similar landmark residences in the Los 
Feliz hills of Los Angeles. 
 
While the bulk of his designs were Spanish, Tanner could surprise with something completely 
unique. The 1930 Hollywood home for pioneering female film director Dorothy Arzner was done 
as a Greek/Art Deco temple and his 1935 design of the First Community Church in Palm Springs 
is nothing less than “Gothic Deco.” 
 
Until recently, little scholarly attention has been paid to this remarkable artist/architectural 
designer with much to be discovered. Yet even without the details, we already know what matters 
most just by admiring the beauty he left behind.  
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Appendix VII 

Historical Images 
This selection of rare 1930s images of Morada La Estrella are all  

courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott. 

 
 

 
Construction photos ca. late 1931. Top view looking northeast. 

Bottom shows east façade. Note, quartet of windows. 
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Appendix VIII 

Current Imagery/Details 
 

 
Looking north from front entrance. 

(Author Photo. July 2023) 
 

 

 
View southwest showing non original but period appropriate light fixture and window box. 

(Author Photo. July 2023) 
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View looking north westward from garden 

(Author Photo. July 2023) 

 

 
Detail of studded service door. Note carvings on lintel.  

(Author Photo. July 2023) 
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Tennis court pavilion, a non-contributing structure. 
(Author Photo. July 2023) 

 
 

Detail of west perimeter wall showing original gate post of original 1932 driveway. 
(Author Photo. July 2023) 
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View facing east showing an eave brace and French doors to master bedroom. 

(Author Photo. July 2023) 

 
View west showing variegated roofs with sawtooth board cladding. 

(Author Photo. July 2023) 
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Wrought-iron shutter dog. 

(Author Photo. July 2023) 

 

 
View to the north west. 

(Author Photo. July 2023) 
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View north to 1985 recreation room. 

(Author Photo. July 2023) 
 

 
View of south towards former garage through mature landscaping. 

(Author Photo. July 2023) 
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Appendix IX 

Grant Deed 
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An unknown photographer unsuccessfully, but delightfully, attempting to keep out of frame while 
photographing the master bath at Morada La Estrella. 1930s. 

(Courtesy of Mary Kummings and Steve Scott) 


