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Idle Hour Café

In a small town, a meeting place is a huge resource. In Desert Hot Springs, between 1940 and 1946 and
beyond, The Idle Hour Café was the “it” place. All manner of events were held there: festivals, fund
raisers, town meetings, dances, weddings, and, I think, you could even eat there or spend an idle hour.

In 1913, Cabot Yerxa and his writer friend Bob Carr lived in poverty in the desert, «...enriched by the
freedom of doing what they pleased...unfettered by the curse of civilization.” But the profitability of
living in civilization for 5 months allowed them to live free and unencumbered for 7 months. Carr
generated interest in the desert among other writers of Keystone Studios, home of the Keystone Cops, and
they homesteaded near them. Ford Beebe, a director known for 200 low budget movies, including Flash
Gordon’s Trip to Mars, moved his family to the desert and built a small cabin on Palm Drive north of
Pierson. This eventually became part of the Idle Hour Café.

Leonora Dodd (Mrs. Chester B. Dodd) drove up from Long Beach to help a friend sell some acreage on
Palm Drive. She tried to spark interest in her dubious family,

“There’s a town that has a future. Lots were selling from $95 to $125. County taxes
on land averaged from 40 cents to $1.00, and everybody was talking about the hot

mineral water ...

She convinced her husband and they moved to Desert Hot Springs in April, 1940,
purchased a lot with a small building on it for a few hundred dollars, and opened the
Idle Hour Cafe.”

Being the only business in town, the Idle Hour was for a few years the gas station, meat market, drug

store, and lumberyard, and until the post office opened in 1943, they also brought the mail over from

Palm Springs and distributed it. There were only 7 families in town, and no children until a baby was
born in 1941.

But the war years were very active. Patton’s troops were training in Palm Desert, and when the first
mineral baths opened in 1941, the men would crowd into town to spend their leave and pitch tents
everywhere they could. One night in 1942, 900 men and officers from the Minnesota National Guard
visited them. Respect goes out to the Dodds and the townspeople for helping so many soldiers. Feeding
and entertaining so many, Desert Hot Springs surely operated their own USO.



There was no gas or electricity in town, so anyone who didn’t want to sit at home by lamp light came to
the café. By 1945 they built an addition which served as a meeting room and every Saturday night as a
dance hall.

Dodd reminisces about apple pie, a favorite of Ida Lupino and her
British actor husband, Louis Hayward. Other movie stars who

% dropped in were Jennifer Jones, George Brent, and Norma Shearer,
~_ who had desert property and rented out rooms in private homes.

- After the war, Desert Hot Springs went through a lull. But then a few
| people began to envision the village as a successful health resort. In
1943, Thomas Lipps built the Desert Spa, and constructed the first two
motels, Su Casa and EIl Chico.

Mrs. Dodd remembered the day Coffee’s bathhouse opened as being
just like Indio during the fair with thousands of cars jamming the
roads. In the same year she recalls a flood of Little Morongo Canyon
cut Desert Hot Springs off from Palm Springs and ended in a loss of
life for one unlucky person.

The Dodds sold the café in 1946 and built the Smoke Tree Trailer
4 Park. Through a succession of owners, the Idle Hour continued to be a
T ry ~ meeting place and social center. The Dodds remained in town,
% , ~ running their trailer park and participating in town life. C.B.Dodd
- died in 1959, and Ma Dodd was honored in 1972, at age 86, having
a— 7 nurtured the little town through it’s infancy.

The Idle Hour was like the heartbeat of Desert Hot Springs. In 1950, the Desert Sentinel, in typical florid
prose, described the history.

First off, it was the Beebe homestead, and part of the adobe walls are still in the Idle
Hour. Beloved Bill Anderson put his trademark on the place with the rock fireplace.
In back of it is the first cold water well. L. W. Coffee’s first office was in the Idle
Hour, and the Tamarisk trees were planted by the founder of DHS and the Jack
Putnam family, who are still true to the town and have done much for it...the Rotary
today expounds its formula for world peace at the Idle Hour...His is the hand of
friendship stretched out to stranger and friend alike, completing the circle of
hospitality put forth by the early pioneers affording a place to rest and idle an hour in
the Idle Hour.




