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a desert garden.





Despite being such near neighbors, the sleek urban chic of Palm Springs and the spiky swath of Joshua Tree National Park appear to have little in common. Their link is the California desert, where relentless sunshine and rocky landscapes evoke a sense of the unknown.


The resort town of Palm Springs got its start in the 1920s and its popularity escalated as a getaway for the Hollywood Rat Pack. Today, it’s a stylish time capsule with impeccable mid-century architecture, luxury resorts, boutique hotels, and retro gems tucked away against the rocky foothills. In a landscape of drama and leisure, the gleaming blue of its plentiful swimming pools competes with the crystal blue sky.


Joshua Tree is wild, eroded, and fantastical; its surreal rock formations cooked up through millions of years of erosion, sedimentation, and continental collisions to form hulking, toothy piles of granite. The namesake Joshua trees, with their jagged silhouettes, run rampant among the jumbled piles of boulders. This is the high desert—gorgeous in spring and fall, searing hot in summer, and cold enough in winter that snow sometimes dusts the agave.
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rappelling in Joshua Tree
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wind farms against the San Jacinto Mountains
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yucca in the Mojave Desert





Joshua Tree was my first experience with the California desert, and I could hardly believe something so magical existed—the right blend of rustic, funky, and chic. I went to Palm Springs that same summer and navigated my way to a classic mid-century boutique hotel where all the guests in the pool knew each other and welcomed us with Bloody Marys.


It's these contrasts that shape Palm Springs and Joshua Tree: the confluence of nearly perpetual sun, well-watered canyons, and bubbling hot springs backdropped by snowcapped mountains and a scoured desert make any visit here unique.
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rock arch in Joshua Tree
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rock climbing in Joshua Tree.







[image: image]

giant saguaro cactus









Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Palm Springs


Palm Springs is a charmed escape. Filled with preserved mid-century architecture, nonstop pool parties, and lounges to release your inner Rat Pack, it was Hollywood’s playground in the 1920s through the 1960s—and it still delivers retro pleasures in a modernist time capsule. Take a whirlwind flight up the Palm Springs Aerial Tramway, wander amid Picassos and Warhols at the Palm Springs Art Museum, or simply park yourself poolside and soak in the rays.


Idyllwild


Idyllwild is an artsy, rustic mountain town set one-mile high in the forests of the San Jacinto Mountains. In under an hour, you can escape the desert heat of the searing valley floor with a quick tram ride or a short drive to hike cool mountain trails or spend the night in a picturesque cabin.


The Coachella Valley


Surrounding Palm Springs is the Coachella Valley, with day trips to date farms, desert museums, hot springs, and lush canyons. Desert Hot Springs, Thousand Palms, Palm Desert, and Indio comprise the constellation of towns, but the region is perhaps best known for its popular outdoor music festival: the Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival.
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views from the South Ridge Trail to Tahquitz Peak





Joshua Tree National Park


Dusty desert roads, jagged boulder piles, and spiky Joshua trees draw droves of hikers, rock climbers, and day-trippers to this otherworldly, geologic landscape. Tour the historic mines and ranches of desert dreamers, wander amid strange cacti and colorful wildflowers, and take in the views from scenic peaks.



The Yucca Valley



Peppered along the northern border of Joshua Tree National Park are the gateway towns of Yucca Valley, Joshua Tree, and Twentynine Palms. All offer unique accommodations and alternatives to camping in the park, as well as local saloons, live music, and epic desert art worthy of exploration.


Know Before You Go


High Season (Oct.-Apr.)


October-April is the on-season for both Palms Springs and Joshua Tree National Park, with spring the busiest time of year. Advance reservations for hotels in Palm Springs and campsites in Joshua Tree are a good idea during big events like Modernism Week and the Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival.


At only 479 feet above sea level, Palm Springs’s low elevation means that temperatures are fairly mild in winter. The months of October through April are the most temperate, with temperatures ranging from the high 60s to the low 90s during the day.


Low Season (May-Sept.)


Summer is the low season, with brutally hot temperatures holding fast in the triple digits for much of June, July, August, and September. Some businesses have limited hours or close altogether. Joshua Tree National Park remains open, with average highs in the 100s and temperatures not dipping lower than the high 70s at night. Recreational activities are extremely limited, and can even be dangerous.


The San Jacinto Mountains and the town of Idyllwild offer a cool retreat during these searing months.


Transportation


The Palm Springs Airport (PSP, 3400 E Tahquitz Canyon Way, 760/318-3800, www.palmspringsca.gov) services the resort town and can otherwise save you the 3-4-hour drive from Los Angeles. Prices tend to be high, however, and there are only a few airlines. International travelers should fly into Los Angeles International Airport (LAX, 1 World Way, Los Angeles, 424/646-5252, www.lawa.org) and spend a few days in LA before renting a car for the drive east along I-10.


Further exploration of the Coachella Valley and Joshua Tree National Park will require your own vehicle. There is no public transportation in Joshua Tree National Park.


Entrance Stations


Joshua Tree National Park (www.nps.gov/jotr) has three entrance stations open year-round. The entrance fee is $20 per vehicle ($10 per motorcycle, bike, or on foot), which is good for seven days. The Annual Park Pass is $30, and season pass-holders are often offered a shorter line at entrance stations.


• West Entrance (Hwy. 62 and Park Blvd.) is accessed from the gateway town of Joshua Tree and sees the heaviest visitation.


• North Entrance (Hwy. 62 and Utah Trail) is located in the gateway town of Twentynine Palms.


• South Entrance (off I-10) accesses Cottonwood Spring and sees the fewest visitors.


Visitors Centers


The Palm Springs Visitor Center (2901 N Palm Canyon Dr., 760/778-8414, 9am-5pm daily) is housed in the 1965 Tramway Gas Station, near the entrance to the aerial tramway.
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Palm Canyon fan palms





The Joshua Tree Visitor Center (6554 Park Blvd., 760/366-1855, 8am-5pm daily) is in the town of Joshua Tree on Park Boulevard before the park’s West Entrance with a bookstore, restrooms, and a café.


The Oasis Visitor Center (74485 National Park Dr., 760/367-5500, 8:30am-5pm daily) is at the North Entrance in the town of Twentynine Palms with a bookstore, drinking water, restrooms, and picnic tables.


Reservations


In Palm Springs, you’ll want to book accommodations in advance during spring events (February-April).


Camping reservations (877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov, $20) in Joshua Tree National Park are only accepted at two campgrounds—Black Rock and Indian Cove—and only October-May; demand is especially high in spring. If you’re planning a weekend camping trip in the park, plan to arrive by Thursday afternoon to score a spot. All other campgrounds are first come, first served. Only three campgrounds—Black Rock, Indian Cove, and Cottonwood—have drinking water.


Visiting the historic Keys Ranch in Joshua Tree is by reservation only. Book your tour at any visitors center at least one day in advance.



Palm Springs Weekend



Palm Springs is a hipper Las Vegas, a more restrained and stylish resort destination that's perfect for a weekend getaway. Whether you’re lounging poolside at a mid-century resort, partying at a ladies’ weekend, or relaxing at a couples’ spa getaway, Palm Springs has got your weekend wonderland squared away.


Friday


Fly into Palm Springs airport. Or, if you're driving from LA, hop in the car Thursday night to avoid rush hour and start the weekend early. Spend the afternoon visiting the Palm Springs Art Museum and riding the Palm Springs Aerial Tramway to the top, where you can take in the refreshing view of the valley below.


Back on the desert floor check in to a stylish mid-century hotel, such as the Del Marcos Hotel or the Desert Hills and enjoy some time poolside. For dinner, dine on Pacific Rim plates at retro throwback Tropicale Restaurant and Coral Seas Lounge. At night, opt for tropical drinks at Bootlegger Tiki, retro-chic cocktails at Melvyn's, or stay put on the buzzing patio bar at Coral Seas.


Saturday


After a breakfast with Bloody Marys at Cheeky's, head to the Uptown Design District for vintage shopping. Browse the wares at The Shops at Thirteen Forty-Five, where the stunning architecture matches the vintage and accessories inside, then pick up some Bakelite adornments at Dazzles.


One of the best sights in Palm Springs is the area's stunning mid-century architecture. Pick up a driving tour map at the Palm Springs Visitor Center, itself housed in the Albert Frey-designed Tramway Gas Station, and discover the works of Donald Wexler, William F. Cody, and Richard Neutra, among others. For a sneak peek inside, sign up for a tour of Elvis's Honeymoon Hideaway or historic Sunnylands, which has hosted everyone from British royalty to Hollywood icons.




[image: image]


Tramway Gas Station







Best Pool Scenes


Looking for a buzzing pool scene? Following are a few of Palm Springs’ best. Some of these hotel pools are only open to guests, while others allow day-use visitors for events.


• Ace Hotel & Swim Club (click here): Dive into one of Palm Springs’ biggest pool scenes at one of this hotel’s weekend events.


• Hard Rock Palm Springs (click here): With a poolside cocktail bar, cabanas, and day beds, this pool can turn into a party at any time.


• Saguaro (click here): It’s notorious for its lively pool scene.


• The Parker Hotel (click here): Choose from three outdoor pools: one with drink service, one for families, and one for adults only.


• Sparrows Lodge (click here): Rejuvenate in the guest-only pool or party at the bar in the communal barn.





Around dinnertime, enjoy the steamed, grilled, or fried seafood at Shanghai Red's Bar & Grill (you'll want the Anthony Bourdain-lauded fish tacos), then take in a drag show before dancing the night away at Toucan's Tiki Lounge or mingling with the cool kids at the Ace Hotel’s pool party.


Sunday


Continue the Saturday party vibe with brunch at Pinocchio in the Desert where the bottomless mimosas draw a packed patio crowd. For more calm with your morning, head to Palm Springs mainstay Spencer's for upscale resort dining.


Palm Springs and the Coachella Valley are surrounded by epic desert beauty. Nowhere is this more evident than with a hike through Indian Canyons. The Lower Palm Canyon Trail visits the world’s largest fan palm oasis, while Tahquitz Canyon offers a short but scenic stroll to a rare desert waterfall.


After your hike, work out the kinks of mind and body with a massage at one of Palm Springs' many day spas before packing your bags for the flight or long drive back to reality.


The Best of Joshua Tree


The landscape of Joshua Tree National Park is mesmerizing—from the spiky trees to the scoured desert and jumbled boulders, begging to be climbed. A visit here typically means camping, with extra time spent exploring the funky sights of the surrounding desert towns. Bring water and your own vehicle and plan a week to visit this desert wonderland October-May.


Day 1


Start the day off in the town of Joshua Tree at the nouveau diner Crossroads Café for a creative take on diner classics, including plenty of veggie options. The laid-back vibe and fresh plates ranging from grilled herbed polenta and eggs to buttermilk hotcakes will set you up for a day of exploring in the park.


After breakfast, follow Park Boulevard to the West Entrance, stopping at the Joshua Tree Visitors Center to pick up maps, load up on water, and make reservations for the Keys Ranch Tour (Fri.-Sun. Oct.-May) before entering the park.


Enjoy a scenic drive along Park Boulevard into the popular Hidden Valley region of the park, stopping off to explore the short nature trails at Barker Dam, Cap Rock, and Skull Rock. If you haven't reserved a campsite in advance at Black Rock, Indian Cove, or Cottonwood, keep your eyes peeled for available sites at Hidden Valley Campground or Jumbo Rocks. Try to time your arrival for a Thursday, before campsites have filled for the weekend.




Desert Architecture


A visit to Palm Springs is a trip back in time. Don't miss these Rat Pack-era abodes, whimsical desert structures, and modernist design examples from noted architects.


• Colony Palms Hotel once drew glitterati like Frank Sinatra, Zsa Zsa Gabor, Kirk Douglas, Howard Hughes, and Ronald Reagan (click here).


• Del Marcos Hotel was designed by William F. Cody in 1947 and still welcomes hotel guests (click here).


• Elvis Honeymoon Hideaway was the site of Elvis and Priscilla Presley's 1967 honeymoon (click here).


• Frey House II, the second home of famed architect Albert Frey, perches 220 feet above the desert floor (click here).


• The Integratron is a spherical all-wood dome, built by a self-proclaimed alien contactee. It offers sound baths designed to rejuvenate the spirit (click here).
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The Integratron in Landers





• Kaufmann House was designed by Richard Neutra in 1946-1947 (click here).


• McCallum Adobe was the first Palm Springs homestead. Still standing, it is now home to the Palm Springs Historical Society (click here).


• Melvyn’s is where Frank Sinatra once held court (click here).


• Pioneertown, a former Wild West movie set, is open for strolling, shopping, and live music at popular Pappy & Harriet’s (click here).


• The Palm Springs Visitor Center is housed inside the mid-century Tramway Gas Station, with an iconic soaring roofline designed by Albert Frey with Robson Chambers (click here).


• The Purple Room is one of the last holdouts of the Rat Pack nightlife (click here).


• The Tropics Hotel, a 1964 Polynesian-themed resort, still retains its kitschy tiki elements (click here).





After staking your campsite, check the park calendar for an evening stargazing tour.


Day 2


Today, plan your activities around your reservations for the guided 90-minute tour of the Keys Ranch, a preserved historic homestead near the Hidden Valley Campground. After the tour, you're perfectly positioned for a hike to the remains of the Wall Street Mill, another legacy of rancher Bill Keys.


Finish your exploration with a scenic drive to his Keys View, a 20-minute detour from Park Boulevard along Keys View Road. Stay and watch the sun set over the Coachella Valley below.




Fan Palm Oases


As the San Andreas fault runs through the Coachella Valley, native California fan palms cluster around surface pools, forming shaded oases worth seeking out for their natural beauty—and their relief from the desert heat.


• Lower Palm Canyon: The world’s largest fan palm oasis lies at the bottom of a rocky gorge in Palm Springs' Indian Canyons (click here).


• Coachella Valley Preserve: Across the preserve, clusters of native California fan palms flash in the glaring sun, protecting hidden pools (click here).


• Oasis of Mara: A short interpretive trail leads from the Oasis Visitor Center to this lush palm grove (click here).


• 49 Palms Oasis: Hike to this mirage-like fan palm oasis (click here).


• Lost Palms Oasis: From lush Cottonwood Spring, this trail crosses desert ridges to the largest collection of fan palms in the park (click here).
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the trail to Lost Palms Oasis








Day 3


Enough of these easy natural trails! Today, it's time to get those lungs pumping a more rigorous hike. For epic views, climb Ryan Mountain to its 5,457-foot summit. If you just can't get enough of the parks’ numerous mining ruins, opt instead for a steep climb to the Lost Horse Mine. And for those irresistible boulder piles, the Willow Hole Trail offers a scenic out-and-back ramble.


If it's too hot to hit the trail today, hit the road instead on a backcountry drive. The Geology Tour Road is accessible to all vehicles for the first 5 of its 18 miles through the park's unique geologic formations. Those with four-wheel drive have more options, such as Berdoo Canyon Road or several backcountry roads in the park's southern Cottonwood Spring region.


Take a night off from campfire cooking to grab a burger with other hikers, rock climbers, and locals at the lively Joshua Tree Saloon, a 20-minute drive west from the Willow Hole Trailhead.


Day 4


It's your last day in the park proper, so break camp and head east on Park Boulevard, with stops along Pinto Basin Road to check out Arch Rock and the Cholla Cactus Garden. Continue south along Pinto Basin Road to soak in the stark landscape of the Sonoran Desert, a contrast to those iconic boulder piles. Pinto Basin Road ends at scenic Cottonwood Spring, where you can take a short hike around the spring or a longer hike to the Mastodon Mine or Lost Palms Oasis.


After your hike, return north on Pinto Basin Road to Park Boulevard and exit the park at Twentynine Palms, where you've booked a room at the 29 Palms Inn. Spend the evening wandering the lush grounds and dining at the on-site restaurant. For more music and company, see what's on at The Palms in Wonder Valley.


Day 5


From Twentynine Palms, the wonders of the Yucca Valley await today's exploration. After breakfast, drive west on Highway 62 to the town of Joshua Tree and wander amid the outsider art at the Noah Purifoy Outdoor Desert Art Museum, where the artists' large-scale creations sweep across the Mojave Desert floor.


Arrive in Landers, just north, in time for your sound bath at The Integratron (reserve in advance) where the domed structure hums and chimes with the sounds of crystal bowl harmonies.


Dinner is at the saloon and restaurant Pappy & Harriet’s (reserve one of their seatings up to two weeks in advance), a former Wild West movie set in aptly named Pioneertown. Debrief your day, people-watch, and enjoy the funky surroundings while digging into the hearty Tex-Mex menu at this one-of-a-kind spot. If the excellent live music keeps you up late, you can always bed down at the Pioneertown Motel out back.
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Pappy & Harriet's in Pioneertown






Best Hikes



The Palm Springs and Joshua Tree region are host to hidden waterfalls, fan palm oases, stunning canyons, and twisted boulder piles all begging to be explored. The best season to hit the trail is October-April; in the hotter months, plan to start from the trailhead early, in order to miss the heat of the day. Or if it's too hot, opt instead for the lofty and much cooler San Jacintos, just a short drive (or tram ride) away.


Indian Canyons


Andreas Canyon (click here) is an easy—and popular—loop in the scenic Indian Canyons near Palm Springs. The shaded trail follows a permanent creek for 2 miles round-trip through stands of leafy fan palms.


Tahquitz Peak


This steep, 7.6-mile round-trip trail switchbacks through the manzanita, Jeffrey pine, and white fir forests of the San Jacinto Wilderness to reward with breathtaking views from the historic lookout tower at the top of Tahquitz Peak (click here).


McCallum Grove


A 2-mile round-trip stroll leads across open desert to a series of shaded pools hidden under an impressive cluster of fan palms in the Coachella Valley Preserve (click here).


Red Dome


In Whitewater Preserve (click here), a 4-mile out-and-back scenic walk through a wide canyon ends at the Whitewater River, which maintains a surprising and brisk presence across the open desert floor for much of the year.


Ryan Mountain


This 3-mile round-trip hike climbs more than 1,000 feet in elevation to panoramic views from the 5,457-foot wind-scoured vantage point atop Ryan Mountain (click here).



Lost Horse Mine



This moderate loop hike scales Lost Horse Mountain (click here) in about 4-7.4 miles round-trip to visit one of the best-preserved mining sites in Joshua Tree National Park.
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sweeping views from the top of Lost Horse Mine





Willow Hole Trail


Admire the spiky Joshua trees and boulder piles on this 7-mile round-trip flat track into the heart of the Wonderland of Rocks (click here).


49 Palms Oasis


This easy-to-follow trail is only 3 miles round-trip, yet offers no hint to the secret oasis of native fan palms (click here) that awaits.


Lost Palms Oasis


As the south entrance to Joshua Tree, this exposed trail wanders 7.5 miles round-trip through desert gardens to the Lost Palm Oasis (click here), a watering hole for bighorn sheep and other wildlife.
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Lost Palms Oasis in Cottonwood Spring
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Living Desert Zoo and Gardens
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Coachella Valley Preserve.





When considering its 300 days of annual sun, well-watered canyons, and natural hot springs, it’s hard to imagine what could make Palm Springs more charmed….


…until you see its impeccable mid-century architecture preserved like a time capsule. After the town’s initial heyday for the Hollywood set from the 1920s through the 1960s, it was somehow left alone in its former glory. Lucky for us. Today, you can stay in a retro boutique hotel, lounge by a gleaming pool, shop the design district, and live like you’re on permanent vacation in this timeless hot spot.


The western border to this desert oasis, the San Jacinto Mountains offer a quick place to cool off from the valley heat. The charming mountain town of Idyllwild provides a good jumping-off point for camping, hiking, and skiing.


The Coachella Valley sprawls eastward, stretching all the way to the barren Salton Sea and encompassing the mostly residential towns of Palm Desert, Desert Hot Springs, and Coachella. Today, it's best known as the home of the popular Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Los Angeles residents have a special relationship with Palm Springs; being so close, it's easy for them to pop out here for a weekend or enjoy a couples’ spa getaway.


October-May tends to be high season in Palm Springs, with Christmas week, spring break, and big events like Modernism Week and the Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival packing in the crowds (and raising the prices). Advanced hotel reservations during these peak times are always a good idea. In summer, tourism slows and many places shutter for the season as the heat escalates.




Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Palm Springs Aerial Tramway: This dizzying feat of engineering whisks you nearly 6,000 feet from the desert floor to the San Jacinto Mountains (click here).


S Palm Springs Art Museum: This highly acclaimed art museum houses contemporary and Western American art in its sleek, lofty space (click here).
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S Poolside: Choose between lively party scenes and quiet oases—poolside is the place to be (click here).


S Vintage Shopping: The walkable and chic Uptown Design District offers vintage couture clothing, pristine mid-century antiques, and reproduction housewares and furnishings (click here).


S Indian Canyons: Hike through the world’s largest fan palm oasis and explore miles of hiking trails through sacred land, scenic streams, and dramatic canyons (click here).


S Mount San Jacinto State Park: Escape the heat of the desert at this 14,000-acre state park in the San Jacinto Mountains (click here).


S Tahquitz Peak: If you’re going to do only one hike in the Idyllwild area and are up for a challenge, hike Tahquitz Peak (click here).


S Cabot’s Pueblo Museum: This Hopi-inspired pueblo is an artistic masterpiece (click here).


S Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival: This annual music festival draws big names and huge numbers of people to the desert valley south of Palm Springs (click here).


S Coachella Valley Preserve: This diversely beautiful desert habitat features rocky, barren ridges and lush oases with clusters of native California fan palms (click here).
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Sights



Palm Springs may be on the small side, but the town sprawls widely across the valley floor. The North Palm Springs and Uptown Design District runs along North Palm Canyon Drive from East Vista Chino (north) to Alejo Road (south). The Central Palm Springs and Downtown neighborhood encompasses the blocks south of Alejo Road all the way to Ramon Road. A bit farther off the beaten path, Ramon Road forms the northern boundary of South Palm Springs, which stretches south to Indian Canyons and east past the "curve."


Palm Springs is a vibrant resort city that is continually reinventing itself. New businesses are constantly being added as old ones are refreshed and made contemporary. Call to confirm operating hours in advance of planning a trip.


NORTH PALM SPRINGS AND UPTOWN DESIGN DISTRICT



S Palm Springs Aerial Tramway



One of the paradoxes of California’s dramatic geography is that at times, stark desert and green alpine push up against each other as strange neighbors, separated only by a few thousand feet of rocky elevation. The Palm Springs Aerial Tramway (1 Tram Way, 760/325-1391, www.pstramway.com, every half hour, 10am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-8pm Sat.-Sun., $24.95) allows you to marvel at just how startling this transition can be. The tramway consists of suspended cable cars that zip visitors from Valley Station on the desert floor (elevation 2,643 feet) to Mountain Station in the lofty San Jacinto Mountains (elevation 8,516 feet) over the course of a 2.5-mile, 10-minute ride traversing rugged Chino Canyon. As you dangle from the cable, the cars rotate, offering dizzying views of the rocky canyon below, salt-crusted desert, and pine-studded mountain peaks.
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The tram ascends rugged Chino Canyon with views of the Coachella Valley.





Frances Crocker, a young electrical engineer living in the heat-stoked town of Banning, dreamed up the project in 1935 as a way to get to the cooler temperatures that were within sight but out of reach. After a series of interruptions and political roadblocks, the project was finally completed in 1963.


When the sun is blazing in the desert, the tram provides swift relief as temperatures average about 40 degrees cooler at the top. In summer, most visitors buy day passes and spend the day picnicking and hiking the San Jacintos, which offer a range of options from easy interpretive trails like the 1.5-mile Desert View Trail to the more difficult 11-mile round-trip trek to San Jacinto Peak. Wilderness permits are required for day hikes and can be obtained at the Long Valley Ranger Station at the top of the tramway. Mountain Station also provides a jumping-off point for many well-established backpacking routes.


The mountains are often crusted with snow in winter months when visitors enjoy snowshoeing, cross-country skiing, snow camping, or just good, old-fashioned snow frolicking. A Winter Adventure Center (10am-4pm Mon. and Thurs.-Fri., 9am-4pm Sat.-Sun.) is open seasonally and rents snowshoe and ski equipment.


Mountain Station has year-round amenities including restrooms, a gift shop, lockers, and the Pines Café (11am-8:30pm daily) with cafeteria-style dining and snacks. The Lookout Lounge provides cocktails, while the Peaks Restaurant (760/325-4537) offers fine dining and spectacular views from its perch at the top of Mountain Station.


For guests with disabilities, the Valley Station has designated parking, and the tramcars are handicap-accessible. Mountain Station has accessible dining and a viewing platform.


Frank Sinatra Home


Located in the historic Movie Colony district, the original Palm Springs estate owned by Frank Sinatra (877/318-2090, www.sinatrahouse.com) was designed by E. Stewart Williams in 1947 as Sinatra’s weekend house. It was Williams’ first residential commission. Sinatra originally wanted a Georgian-style mansion with columns and a brick facade, but Williams was able to lure him into a more desert-appropriate modernist style. The 4,500-square-foot residence features four bedrooms, seven bathrooms, and a piano-shaped swimming pool. The house is now available for private vacation rental, private events, dinner parties, and tours.


Elvis Honeymoon Hideaway


Originally christened the House of Tomorrow for its iconic shape (three stories of four concentric circles), this estate was built by well-known Palm Springs developer Robert Alexander for his family. It was leased for Elvis and Priscilla Presley in 1966, and they retreated here for their honeymoon on May 1, 1967. The Elvis Honeymoon Hideaway (1350 Ladera Cir., 760/322-1192, www.elvishoneymoon.com, tours 1pm and 3:30pm daily by advance reservation, $30 pp) is now available for daily tours.


Tours are geared toward Elvis Presley fans. Knowledgeable docents share a wealth of information about the home’s architecture and Elvis’s history. Tours include the home’s interior, where visitors are allowed to touch all of the furniture—including sitting on the honeymoon bed.


CENTRAL PALM SPRINGS AND DOWNTOWN



S Palm Springs Art Museum



With its three lofty floors kept at a cool 75 degrees, the sophisticated Palm Springs Art Museum (101 N Museum Dr., 760/322-4800, www.psmuseum.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Wed. and Fri.-Sun., noon-8pm Thurs., $12.50) is a refreshing oasis of art. Spread across three lofty floors, 28 galleries, and two outdoor sculpture gardens, the museum showcases collections of international modern and contemporary painting and sculpture, architecture and design, Native American and Western art, photography, and glass. The midsize collection approaches those of metropolitan museums with works by such well-known artists as Marc Chagall, Ansel Adams, Roy Lichtenstein, Pablo Picasso, and Andy Warhol. The museum was originally established in 1938 as the Palm Springs Desert Museum, specializing in Native American artifacts and the natural history of the Coachella Valley. The current museum, designed by architect E. Stewart Williams in 1974, has expanded as a cultural center with an Architecture and Design Center and Annenberg Theater. The museum also houses a café and a museum store. Admission is free every Thursday evening 4pm-8pm and the second Sunday of each month.
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Palm Springs Art Museum





Frey House II


Up the road from the Palm Springs Art Museum, the 1963 Frey House II (686 Palisades Dr.) sits tucked on a hillside 220 feet above the desert floor. The tiny, rectangular glass box is the second home of famed architect Albert Frey, with an interior that comes in at less than 1,000 square feet—much of that being taken up by the giant boulder that the house was built around. Frey House II is owned and managed by the Palm Springs Art Museum Architecture and Design Center and tours (760/322-4878, bransom@psmuseum.org, $75) are available by special request.




The Hollywood Rat Pack


In the 1930s, the arrival of Hollywood celebrities put Palm Springs on the map. By the 1950s and ’60s, the scene was in full swing. Hollywood A-listers fled to Los Angeles to “winter” in Palm Springs, kicking off with a party at the now-gone Racquet Club presided over by Frank Sinatra, Sammy Davis Jr., Bing Crosby, and Bob Hope.


Sinatra and Hope settled in Palm Springs permanently, while celebrities like Elvis Presley, Dean Martin, Dinah Shore, and Lucille Ball continued to winter here. Today, you can still experience the nostalgia of the Rat Pack era in a few of the old hangouts and homes.


• Bob Hope Residence: Hike the Araby Trail for views of the entertainment icon's former home, a massive, orbital glass and concrete structure designed by John Lautner.


• Colony Palms Hotel: In the late 1950s, this former underground casino, speakeasy, and brothel drew the glitterati (including Frank Sinatra, Zsa Zsa Gabor, Kirk Douglas, Howard Hughes, and Ronald Reagan), who reveled at its poolside supper club featuring Las Vegas acts.


• Copley's Restaurant: Experience a piece of Cary Grant’s former 1940s estate (the guesthouse, to be specific), located in the historic Movie Colony neighborhood.


• Elvis Honeymoon Hideaway: Tour the site of Elvis and Priscilla Presley's May 1, 1967, honeymoon.


• Frank Sinatra Home: Designed by E. Stewart Williams, Sinatra's former Palm Springs estate set the standard for Hollywood glamour post-World War II.


• Melvyn’s: At this time capsule where Frank Sinatra once held court, you’re as likely to see longtime regulars swanning around in matching pantsuits as you are young hipsters yearning for a glimpse of the old days.


• The Purple Room: It’s one of the last holdouts of the Rat Pack nightlife. The usual suspects—Frank Sinatra, Sammy Davis Jr., and Dean Martin—graced the place with their presence, and you can too.


• Riviera Palm Springs: Back in the day, the Riveria hosted movie stars, entertainers, and presidents. It was featured in the 1963 film Palm Springs Weekend about a group of college students on a spring weekend romp.


• The Willows: Throughout the 1930s, this glamorous mansion was the occasional home of superstar lawyer Samuel Untermyer, who entertained luminaries like Hollywood child star Shirley Temple and scientist Albert Einstein.





Palm Springs Art Museum Architecture and Design Center


The Palm Springs Art Museum Architecture and Design Center (300 S Palm Canyon Dr., 760/423-5260, www.psmuseum.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Wed. and Fri.-Sun., noon-8pm Thurs., $12.50 adults, $10.50 seniors, children under 12 free) is the hub of Palm Spring Art Museum’s growing collection of architecture and design holdings including drawings, photography, and models. The center is intended as a space for architects, scholars, and the general public. Docent-guided tours are available (11am and 2pm Wed. and Fri.-Sun. and 1pm Thurs.). Docents will also answer questions on Thursday (4pm-8pm).


Most exciting, the center offers guided tours (760/904-0904, info@themoderntour.com, tours 2.5 hours, $150-200) of some of Palm Springs legendary homes and stellar examples of mid-century modern architecture and design. Noted architects featured on the tour include Richard Neutra, John Lautner, Albert Frey, William Cody, E. Stewart Williams, Donald Wexler, and William Krisel. It’s also your chance to peek at homes owned by Elvis Presley, Elizabeth Taylor, Frank Sinatra, William Holden, Peter Lawford, and other celebrities.


Agua Caliente Cultural Museum


Native American ties to the Coachella Valley are strong. The ancestral lands of the Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians span the scenic, water and palm-filled Indian Canyons (open to visitors for hiking) at the base of the San Jacinto Mountains. Learn more about the history and culture of the Agua Caliente Band and the Cahuilla peoples of the Coachella Valley at the Agua Caliente Cultural Museum (219 S Palm Canyon Dr., 760/323-0151, www.accmuseum.org, 10am-5pm Wed.-Sun. Sept.-May; 10am-5pm Fri.-Sun. June-Aug., free). The nonprofit tribal museum features core exhibits on Agua Caliente and Cahuilla history and culture as well as a new feature exhibit each year. Past exhibits have included a focus on Section 14, a historic tract of land that underwent social, cultural, and economic upheaval in the 1940s through 1960s. Other exhibits focus on Cahuilla culture through the perspective of women and traditional baskets, and a deeper look at Native American history is told through street names. The museum also offers a calendar of events including Native film festivals.



Palm Springs Historical Society



The Palm Springs Historical Society (PSHS, 221 S Palm Canyon Dr., 760/323-8297, www.pshistoricalsociety.org, 10am-4pm Wed.-Sat., noon-3pm Sun., summer hours vary) keeps the history of Palm Springs alive through exhibits and historical walking tours of Palm Springs’ historic neighborhoods. The historical society is based in the two oldest remaining buildings in Palm Springs, both open to the public. The McCallum Adobe was built in 1884 as a home for Palm Springs’ first pioneer family. It now houses varying exhibits focusing on Palm Springs history, architecture, and culture. In addition, the museum houses hundreds of photographs documenting Palm Springs’ history dating from the 1880s to the 1980s.


Stroll next door to the Cornelia White House (built in 1893) to see an example of a turn-of-the-last-century Palm Springs residence. The house was originally part of The Palm Springs Hotel, Palm Springs first hotel, and is named for the pioneer Cornelia White who later called the residence home.


Docent-led walking tours (reserve at 760/323-8297 or www.pshistoricalsociety.org, $20) give visitors a chance to see Palm Springs’ charming neighborhoods through the lens of architecture, celebrity, and pioneering efforts. Explore historic neighborhoods, including old La Plaza and Palm Springs’ resort beginnings with Spanish stucco and red tile roofs; the Tennis Club neighborhood featuring futuristic atomic age modernist architecture and inns; the avant-garde modernist tract homes of Vista Las Palmas; a Rat Pack playground; and the Movie Colony neighborhood designed for Hollywood royalty with its Spanish Colonial Revival and mid-century modern style. The tours range 1-2.5 hours and must be reserved ahead of time through the Palm Springs Historical Society or the Welwood Murray Memorial Library (100 S Palm Canyon Dr.). The PSHS is also a local partner of Modernism Week and offers tours ($35) during the February event.



Ruddy’s 1930s General Store Museum



Stepping through the doors of Ruddy’s 1930s General Store Museum (221 S Palm Canyon Dr., 760/327-2156, www.palmsprings.com, 10am-4pm Thurs.-Sun., $0.95) is a nostalgic trip to a simpler time. The recreated general store is stocked with an extensive collection of unused packaged goods from the 1930s and 1940s. It is chock-full of more than 6,000 unused goods from hardware and clothing to groceries, medicines, and beauty aids.


Palm Springs Air Museum


The fact that most of the aircraft are still flyable at the Palm Springs Air Museum (745 N Gene Autry Trail, 760/778-6262, www.palmspringsairmuseum.org, 10am-5pm daily, $16) makes their larger-than-life exhibits even more impressive. This living history aviation museum features 40 flyable static aircraft from World War II, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War as well as permanent and temporary exhibits and artwork across three climate-controlled hangars and outside tarmac. Docents give added depth to the experience since many are veterans. A small café (10am-4pm daily Nov.-May; 10am-4pm Tues.-Sun. June-Oct.) and gift shop are on-site.


SOUTH PALM SPRINGS


Moorten Botanical Garden


The Moorten Botanical Garden (1701 S Palm Canyon Dr., 760/327-6555, www.moortenbotanicalgarden.com, 10am-4pm Thurs.-Tues., 10am-4pm Fri.-Sun. in summer) has been introducing visitors to the wonders of cacti and other desert plants since 1938. Chester “Cactus Slim” Moorten and his wife, Patricia, established the landmark on their own one-acre property, and the gardens have remained in the family, operated today by their son, Clark Moorten. You’ll glimpse the Moorten’s Mediterranean-style home, “Cactus Castle,” as you wander the sinewy pathways.
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Moorten Botanical Garden





The private desert garden was established just two years after Joshua Tree National Park became a National Monument when appreciation for desert life was less widespread. Seeing the homespun sign for Moorten Botanical Gardens, it’s easy to imagine motoring along a dusty road in a different era to stop for this curious roadside attraction. The minimal entrance fee allows you to wander the wide trails among the jagged lattice formed by the more than 3,000 varieties of plants that make up this natural habitat. It’s a peaceful place despite the spiky shapes and the rattling screech of desert insects that have made the habitat their home. The hushed green of the place quickly transports visitors from the street to a microcosm of desert trees, cacti, and plants from around the world. Hand-painted rocks provide labels for the myriad fuzzy, spiky, leafy, jaunty, and snaky plants. A small nursery offers desert plants and pottery for sale. It’s a feel-good place—educational, relaxing, and filled with nature—and it offers a novel break from the dining, shopping, and pool lounging that make up much of the Palm Springs experience. The hotel pool will feel that much more refreshing when you return.



Sunnylands



In its history as private residence and high-level retreat center, Sunnylands has seen a host of distinguished guests including U.S. presidents, British royalty, and Hollywood icons. The historic, modernist estate now known as Sunnylands Center and Gardens (37977 Bob Hope Dr., Rancho Mirage, www.sunnylands.org, gardens 9am-4pm Thurs.-Sun., gardens free, house $40) was designed for media tycoon Walter Annenberg and his wife, Leonore, in the mid-1960s by Los Angeles-based architect A. Quincy Jones. The architect’s signature style is apparent in the statement roof (a pink pyramid), overhangs to shield the sun, and glass walls for brightness.


Outside, nine acres of sustainable landscape design transcend politics to create a serene setting designed to change with the seasons. When drought-mandated water restrictions put an end to the era of the estate’s traditional green lawns, landscape architect James Burnett created a canvas of native and drought-resistant plants, with inspiration from the Annenbergs’ large collection of Impressionist and Post-Impressionist art (including Cézannes and Van Goghs). Garden paths wander through arid species and more than 53,000 individual plants. The center and gardens are open to the public with no reservation.


Tours of the historic house are available by reservation only. The 90-minute guided house tour takes guests to key areas of the home and features information about the estate’s history and architecture and interior design. Tickets must be purchased two weeks in advance. They are released in blocks on the first and 15th of each month at 9am PST for the following two-week block. They often sell out, so getting them the morning of release is advisable. No children under 10 years old are allowed. Wheelchairs can be accommodated with advance notice.


The Sunnylands Center and Gardens offers a gift shop and café on-site. The café (Thurs.-Sun. 9am-3:30pm) serves a variety of light breakfast and lunch items including pastries, salads, wraps, coffee, and tea.


Entertainment and Events


S POOLSIDE


I have yet to hear of a hotel in Palm Springs that does not have a pool. If it exists, no one goes there. Chances are you’ll never need to leave the confines of your hotel to put in the poolside lounge time that may very well form the backbone of your vacation.


Some of Palm Springs’ best pool scenes are only open to hotel guests; others may allow day-use visitors (usually for events). Choose your hotel wisely: some pools are known for their serene relaxation, while others have a party vibe. Some are BYOB, while others have a full-service bar. Some skew young, while others…you get the picture.


The pool scene in Palm Springs tends to be relaxed compared to, say, Las Vegas. But if you’re looking for a pool party, a handful of hotels book deejays and sling poolside cocktails. Events are open to both hotel guests and the public. Check individual hotel websites for event information. The pool party season runs March–September.


Ace Hotel & Swim Club


The stylish, sprawling Ace Hotel & Swim Club (701 E Palm Canyon Dr., 760/325-9900, www.acehotel.com/palmsprings) is home to some of the biggest weekend pool parties in town with poolside drink service, outdoor bar, and deejays. The enthusiastic crowds are carefree and cool (some might say "too cool for school").


The Amigo Bar is open to the public, so you can enter through the lobby and enjoy the bar’s poolside offerings. For hotel guests, a second pool on the grounds, the Commune Pool, is much quieter.


Non-hotel guests can pay for a Swim Club Membership ($350) or a Day-Use pass ($30). The yearly Swim Club Membership gets you a lot for that price including daily pool and hot tub access (7am-2pm), admittance to pool parties and events, the use of the hotel spa and gym, and discounts on spa services and restaurant. Day passes will gain you a full day’s entrance to the pool or pool event. Blackout dates apply.


Hard Rock Hotel Palm Springs


The pool at the Hard Rock Hotel Palm Springs (150 S Indian Canyon Dr., www.hrhpalmsprings.com, 11am-5pm Mon.-Thurs., 10am-6pm Fri., 10am-5pm Sat.-Sun.) features a poolside cocktail bar with cabanas and daybeds available for rent. Pool passes (11am-4pm Sat.-Sun., $10-20) for nonguests are available for weekend pool parties (11am-4pm Sat.-Sun., $10-20).
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