
The Founder Carries On 

  

After L.W. Coffee’s arrival in the desert in 1932 and his meeting with Bill Anderson, his next 

project was to find a pump that would lift the water from the well to the surface.  Hot water does 

not lubricate as cold water does, and it dissolves seams.  His first effort took all day and all night 

to fill an ordinary bathtub, and then the pump went out, destroyed by the hot water. 

  

It was a process of trial and error to find a pump that would lift a 3-inch column of 146-degree 

water in the quantity needed to supply a spa.  In 1933 he started drilling his Discovery Well 

on Ocotillo north of 8th Street.  He hired a real well driller, Earl Howard, and later, the ‘Water 

Witch,’ Bill Tarbutton, and they were able to drill the well to 333 feet. It took another year-and-

a-half to find an adequate pump. 

  

Coffee was a Visionary and a humanitarian. He repeatedly said that he did not develop Desert 

Hot Springs for money but to help suffering humanity.  There is some evidence that Coffee 

himself suffered from crippling arthritis, which was helped by hot water treatments and blanket 

sweats. 

  

He began the process of creating the city. First, he had to organize all of the holders of the land 

into a trust so he would have control of the land.  He brought in his engineer, Broughton, from 

San Francisco to plot out the subdivision.  They consulted the 1858 survey made by the federal 

government at the Little Colorado Desert, which was never completed, with a final entry in the 

registration book that said, ‘Too hot...gone to the mountains.”  

  

Coffee and Broughton created acre lots, each fronting on a 60 or 80 foot Street.  They began to 

clear the brush and Cactus from the proposed streets.  In the latter part of 1933, they offered acre 

lots for $200 and $400 each. They had no living quarters and built out the two missing Adobe 

walls of the old Beebe Homestead Adobe to make a 30 by 30 building which was used as an 

office, sleeping quarters, kitchen, and dining room.  It eventually became part of the Idle Hour 

Cafe. 

  

Just like in a western movie, it wasn't long before the bad guy showed up.  Dr. Frank Chandler 

came to the desert with a group of agents. After looking around, he informed Coffee that he was 

going to break his trust and run him off the desert.  Coffee was confident that his trust would 

hold, but it didn't.  The matter was in litigation until 1938.   

  

Coffee didn't own the land and he was out of funds, but he didn't give up hope. In early 1939, he 

received a letter from Aubrey Wardman, a telephone magnate in Whittier, asking him to come 

for a meeting.  Wardman asked him if he could build a community so people could get the full 

advantage of the hot water if he gave Coffee full control of the lands he had bought in Desert Hot 



Springs.  Coffee could.  Wardman made repeated purchases from Chandler, and thus Wardman 

became a significant player in the development of the little town. 

  

In 1940 Coffee completed a water well at Palm Drive and 8th Street.  He immediately started 

building a tank house with an ordinary bathtub that was used by prospective purchasers of the 

properties.  Demand was so high they added a concrete tub with a temporary shelter. 

  

Coffee continued selling lots, and he built some apartments called Palm Court.  He installed an 

electric light plant operated by an old Studebaker engine which supplied 12 lights for the 

bathhouse and the old Adobe, barely enough.  The number of guests continually increased to the 

point where they installed a butane gas stove and hired a cook and began serving regular 

meals.  The hot mineral water baths brought more and more week-enders, to the point where 

many of them had to sleep in their cars. 

  

January 8, 1941, he laid the plans for a real commercial Bath House, 120 ft long with women’s 

and men’s departments, and four special tubs on each side which he personally designed 

combining all the knowledge he had gathered all over the world.  It had enough cots for blanket 

sweats and a cooling room and the pool and change rooms.  He created a lot of jobs and the work 

went well so that by July 12, 1941, he held the grand opening. 

  

As he describes it in his book “Desert Hot Springs, WHY?” 

  

”The general public was invited and speeches were given by important people, including 

me...and the district supervisor, Mr. Robert Dillon, as well as games and a dance on the new 

pavement, which continued until the wee hours of the morning.  Just prior to the opening I was 

informed that I would be lucky if I had 250 present at an opening of that kind at that time of year. 

However, I prepared for 2,000 guests. We had on hand and in readiness 2,000 foot-long hot-

dogs, Parker house rolls, ice cream, and soft drinks were served….By actual count at eight 

o’clock that evening, we had a gathering of over 2,000 people. By 11 all the hot dogs were gone, 

by one o’clock the ice cream and soft drinks were gone, but the pool was still full of bathers & 

the dancers refused to quit...The official opening of the Desert Hot Springs bath house and pool 

was an occasion that will never be forgotten.” 

  

Unfortunately, we cannot see that bathhouse today as it burned down on January 20th, 1947, 

mostly due to the lack of a fire department in Desert Hot Springs. 

  

Growth of Desert Hot Springs continued sporadically. He began to advertise to the Japanese, 

knowing that they have a long tradition of hot springs.  Then on December 7th, 1941, the radio 

announced the bombing of Pearl Harbor.  Everything stopped for a while. Materials became 

scarcer and scarcer and wages became higher and higher.  Nevertheless, Desert Hot Springs 



continued to prosper and grow until the original subdivision was entirely sold out in the fall of 

1943. There were then approximately 200 homes, two cafes, and Palm Court. 

  

L.W. Coffee died December 27, 1957. 

  

A follow-up note to readers:  

After last month's story about L.W. Coffee, a reader emailed us to ask what the name of the bath 

house was.  I was informed that everybody knows that it was Coffee’s bathhouse. In 1959 there 

were newspaper references to Coffee bath house (never Coffee‘s), which was the site of many 

events such as Red Cross swimming lessons and various club meetings, even as recently as 

1967.  Also in March thru May, 1959, there were advertisements for the sale of the building of 

Coffee bathhouse at 7th and Palm.  But in September a reopening was announced. 

  

Coffee was in charge of the 49’er Centennial, and the newspaper said they could reach Coffee at 

the bath house.  And as we see above, Coffee himself called it the Desert Hot Springs bath 

house, but without capitalizing bath house.  Perhaps while Coffee was alive, the bath house had 

no official name because it needed none.  And perhaps this is more information than you really 

wanted to know. 

  

Comments and further information are welcome. 

  

  

  

 


