
HISTORY OF 
SECTION 14



This map includes 
the block number, 
allotment number 
and names of 
allottees.

Section 14 is a a one-square-mile tract in 
downtown Palm Springs, California, and lies in 
the center of Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla 
Indians Reservation. 

In the early 20th century, families who fled Mexico 
during the Mexican Revolution, Black families 
from Carthage, Texas and other areas, and along
with Filipino residents, comprised the working 
class of the City. 

Federal Indian Policy restrictions transformed 
Native American leaseholds into temporary 
accommodations, attracting individuals or 
families renting on a short-term basis without 
plans for permanent residency to Section 14. 

Throughout 1950-1960, Section 14 properties 
were abated by burning and demolition due to 
health concerns and ongoing development 
efforts. 

This 1948 map of the Agua Caliente 
Reservation depicts the subdivisions of 
Section 14. 

INTRODUCTION: SECTION 14 



REPORT OF THE SPECIAL COMMITTEE ON INDIAN AFFAIRS, 1948
Starting around 1932, the State of California and Riverside County became involved in Section 14 due to 
health and safety concerns about the substandard living conditions for the families living on the tribal allotees’ 
land. The City of Palm Springs was incorporated in 1938. The City Council, acting at the request of interested 
citizens, appointed a committee to investigate the conditions on Section 14.

Because they were unsure of how long 
they would be on the land, the non-Agua 
Caliente residents living on the land 
placed makeshift homes on the property. 
These makeshift homes raised health and 
safety concerns. 

The residents occupied the land under 
“leases” from individual Agua Caliente 
members, but they had no legal effect 
and were revocable permits granted by 
the tribe and approved by the Department 
of the Interior. 



RIVERSIDE COUNTY HEALTH PUSHES FOR CLEANUP
1948 - After about a decade of trying to resolve the improper health and 
sanitation issues on Section 14, Dr. Robert E. Westphal, county health 
officer, pushed for immediate cleanup of the reservation. Dr. Westphal 
estimated approximately 1,500 individuals were living in buildings on 
the Agua Caliente reservation, suggesting many of these structures 
might require condemnation. Condemnation is a formal declaration by 
government authorities deeming a property to be unsafe or 
uninhabitable

April 1951 - The City of Palm Springs was instructed by the California 
Housing Authority and the County Department of Health that the dwelling 
units in Section 14 were sub-standard and should be abated. That same 
year, eviction notices were issued to Section 14 residents of dwellings 
which had been built originally for the Tribe prior to 1951.

STATE HOUSING AUTHORITY AND COUNTY HEALTH 
INSTRUCTS CITY TO ABATE PROPERTIES



SECTION 14 POPULATION: 2,503

DWELLING UNITS: 999

*ESTIMATED POPULATION BY RACE:
• White: 1,466
• Black: 545
• Hispanic: 282
• Native American: 93
• Filipino: 44
• Japanese: 9
* Note: These numbers are hand-counted from the Census 
document and are not exact, but very close. A spread sheet will 
be created to ensure precise numbers.
* Note: There were seven trailer parks on Section 14, accounting 
for 321 dwelling units. 

1950 CENSUS – SECTION 14

Enumeration District 33-46 (A&B) covered Section 14 in the 1950 census. There were 2,503 people 
total in Section 14 across 999 dwelling units.  



The Agua Caliente’s first all-women Tribal Council was 
elected in 1954. They wrote the Tribe’s first constitution 
and bylaws, worked with Congress to get more 
favorable leasing options on Tribal land, and brokered 
the building of the first large-scale development on 
Section 14.

Tribal Chair Vyola Ortner In her book, “You Can’t Eat
Dirt,” said the “substandard living conditions were due
to numerous factors, one of which, importantly, was the
inability of Indian landowners to enter into long-term
leases. Overcoming this obstacle to developing our
precious land was first on our list.”

1956 Tribal Council, from left, LaVerne Saubel, Elizabeth Pete 
Monk, Gloria Gillette, Chair Vyola Ortner, and Eileen Miguel.

ALL-WOMEN TRIBAL COUNCIL PAVES WAY TO PROSPERITY

Published in 2011, “You Can’t Eat 
Dirt” details Vyola Ortner’s 
tenures as vice chair from 1952-
1954 and and chair from 1954-
1956 of the Tribal Council for the 
Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla 
Indians.



Aug. 9, 1955

INDIAN LONG TERM 
LEASING ACT
Increased lease terms on 
reservation lands from 5 
years to 25 years (Public 
Law 255)

INDIAN LEASING ACT
Increased lease terms 
on the Agua Caliente 
Indian Reservation from 
25 years to 99 years

Public Law 86-339; 
signed into law by 
President Dwight 
Eisenhower on Oct. 22, 
1959

1950s CONGRESSIONAL ACTIONS 
PROVIDE PATH FOR AGUA CALIENTE 

TO PROSPER

Sept. 21, 1959



February 1958

Signing of the nation’s first 
long- term lease of Indian 
Tribal lands paved the way 
for development of a $1.7 
million health center & resort.
The Palm Springs Spa 
opened January 21, 1960. 
During a period from 1961 to
1963, 108 structures on
Section 14 were demolished
as a result of actions by
private citizens in connection
with new building
construction. 

The Tribal Council 
engaged internationally 
recognized architect 
Victor Gruen to devise 
a comprehensive 
master plan for Section 
14.

The Agua Caliente Tribe 
negotiated a 50-year lease 
(25 years, with an option 
for a 25-year renewal) for 
8 acres of land on Section 
14, to Palm Springs Spa, 
Inc, headed by Samuel 
Banowit.
The minimum annual 
rental was $36,000.

THE AGUA CALIENTE SIGN NATION’S FIRST LONG-TERM 
LEASE OF TRIBAL LANDS FOR DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS

1960-19631956



This 1965 letter describes to the tribal members the 
procedure for serving a 30-day notice, by the owner, or 
owner’s representative, to occupants living in substandard 
housing in Section 14. The City was willing to proceed with 
partial vacancy if owners opted not to require removal of certain 
occupants immediately. 

Enclosed with the letter were copies of “Permits to Burn 
Debris.” the letter instructed landlords to indicate in the 
permit the date on which occupants were notified to vacate. 
Landlords were also advised to specify exceptions for 
occupants they did not require to vacate, providing their 
names and the locations of their residences in the permit. 

LOCAL BUREAU OF INDIAN AFFAIRS DIRECTOR  DIRECTS 
TRIBE TO SERVE NOTICES

Paul Hand, a representative from the U.S. Department of the Interior, Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) worked with 
the Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians’ tribal allotees, conservators and guardians, and the City of Palm 
Springs to abate abandoned structures, and residences deemed public nuisances due to building, housing, and 
fire code violations. The BIA representative worked with the landowners to ensure proper legal notice was given 
to those living in these buildings to vacate. In some cases, these residents were asked to leave two or three 
years earlier and had not complied. 



PERMITS SIGNED BY ALLOTTEES OR ON BEHALF OF 
ALLOTTEES ARE SENT OUT TO SECTION 14 PROPERTIES



INSPECTIONS OF SECTION 14 PROPERTIES OUTLINE 
SUBSTANDARD LIVING CONDITIONS

As outlined by the 1967 memo from Building Inspector Claud Chapin to the Administrative Enforcement 
Officer, many of the properties on Section 14 presented substandard living conditions because they were not 
built to last. The second image is a diagram of the abatements they began to plan for the properties with 
such conditions. 



PROPERTIES AND TRAILERS SLATED FOR REMOVAL/DEMOLITION



CITY CONDUCTS OUTREACH AND ASSISTANCE TO RESIDENTS

The City worked to relocate Section 14 residents through a series of resolutions from 1950-1962 and 
coordination across agencies to ensure that residents would have housing following their impending evictions. 
However, not all efforts were successful, as indicated by the 145 total homes that were abated despite not being 
abandoned. A judge struck down a proposed affordable housing project in 1963; another city request for federal 
funds failed in 1967. It was only in 1968 that construction began on a 60-unit affordable apartment complex, 
Seminole Gardens, which still stands in southeastern Palm Springs. 

These 1966 letters between Dan Abercrombie, 
the City’s Clean-Up Coordinator, and the Family 
Aid & Counseling Service detail the City’s 
successful attempt to relocate the Reid family. 

Resolution Details 

June 6, 1951
Resolution 3172

Authorized the City Manager to bring together parties 
of interest to locate alternate housing for residents of 
Section 14

January 9, 1952
Resolution 3338

Authorized appointment of a committee of five 
businessmen to look into the matter of providing 
housing for residents of Section 14

March 6, 1961
Resolution 6213

Authorized the Mayor to submit a request to the 
Federal Housing Administration for Section 221 
assistance to relocate families displaced from the 
southwest quarter of Section 14)

April 10, 1961
Resolution 6291

Appropriated $500 to conduct a block census to 
determine the number of relocation dwelling units 
needed to house those displaced)

https://www.palmspringsca.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/84780/638163710673630000
https://www.palmspringsca.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/84764/638163710634570000
https://www.palmspringsca.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/84770/638163710647230000
https://www.palmspringsca.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/84772/638163710652870000


Two additional structures, at least 
one that was abandoned, were 
abated in 1968 – 1969. 

ABATEMENT RECORDS INDICATE THAT 145 ABANDONED PROPERTIES 
WERE REMOVED FROM 1965-1968

There were 235 total abatements on Section 14. From September 29, 1965 to December 3, 1967, 
143 structures and/or dwellings that were not abandoned were abated. There were two other 
dwellings abated in 1968 -1969, according to City records. 

This progress report from the 
Bureau of Fire Prevention details 
the progress from 1965 to 1966. 

This abatement record 
details abatements between 
1965 to 1967. 



JOE H. LEONARD AND VIRGINIA B. LEONARD 
VS 

CITY OF PALM SPRINGS

In 1967, a couple renting a home in Section 
14 sued the City, alleging improper 
demolition of the house that they were living 
in, located at 430 N. Calle Encilia, Palm 
Springs.

The trial court ruled, in July of 1968, that the 
City had not violated the legal rights of the 
tenants, because the City demolished the 
structure pursuant to authorization from the 
property owner, Ms. Dora Prieto. 

This case demonstrated that former Section 
14 residents had access to the judicial 
process at the time and confirmed that the 
City acted lawfully when conducting the 
substandard housing abatement process 
ordered by the State.



Office of the Attorney General 
Report, June 4, 1968

CALIFORNIA ATTORNEY GENERAL’S OFFICE RELEASES 
REPORT ABOUT SECTION 14 DISPLACEMENT

Desert Sun Editorial,
June 5, 1968 (Rebuttal to 
Report) 

The California Attorney General’s Office was requested on 
July 22, 1966, by the Fair Employment Practices 
Commission to contact Ernest Moore from the Office of 
Economic Opportunity in Palm Springs concerning the 
displacement of residents from Section 14. Deputy Attorney 
General Loren Miller, Jr. went to Palm Springs to gather 
material for his report, which was published in 1968. No 
further action from the Attorney General of the State of 
California was taken. 

Key factual and legal conclusions in the report have been 
contradicted. City Manager Frank Aleshire reported that 
Miller only visited for one day. As such, it is likely that the 
discrepancies between public records and the 1968 
California Attorney General’s report are the result of a 
relatively short visit. As the Desert Sun’s Managing Editor 
Al Tostado noted, the report does not mention that in April 
1951, the City of Palm Springs was instructed by the 
California Housing Authority and the County Department of 
Health to abate the dwelling units in Section 14 due to 
health concerns or that the City did attempt to defer the 
displacements. 
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