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J
ust beyond the eerie dunes that make up the Mojave 

Desert’s Devils Playground, a glaringly white dome 

rises up out of  the ground. Poised atop a 150-foot 

cinder cone in Newberry Springs, the galactic-looking 

saucer is as utterly out of  the ordinary as it is perfectly 

in place, disrupting the desolate landscape with sudden 

sublime symmetry. 

But drive up the helical curve that winds from the 

base of  the mountain to the dwelling perched at the 

top, and you’ll find there’s more to this architectural 

icon than alien elements. Previously owned by beloved television host Huell 

Howser, this home designed by architect Harold James Bissner Jr. is just as 

contemplative as it is extraterrestrial – a meditation on “the environmental 

ergonomics of  a home relative to the climate in which it’s placed,” says 

Bissner’s son, Harold “Jamie” James Bissner III. 

“While this home doesn’t blend, if  you will, it does and it doesn’t,” Jamie 

explains. “It has the white roof  because it’s the only logical choice. [My father] 

could have put a color on it. But with the heat out there, he said it wasn’t 

going to be anything but white.”

At its core, the Volcano House is a reflection of  the desert on which it is 

sited, simultaneously serving as a window to the skies. Its 360-degree view 

perfectly encapsulates the way in which the mountains, sun and moon must 

work together to create the muted oranges that daily stretch beyond the 

horizon – grounded in cinder, with an eye toward the heavens. 
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AHEAD OF THE CURVE
Newberry Springs was a quiet town in 1968, save 

for a few hotels, the Bagdad Cafe and a “two-lane … 
asphalt ribbon of  a highway, [Historic Route 66],” 
recalls Jamie, now a forensic expert in construction. 
That summer, the 10-year-old found himself  in the 
front seat of  a 1957 Thunderbird convertible with no 
air-conditioning, his father roaring 100 miles per hour 
toward the cinder cone where a team was bringing to 
life the vision he’d previously drawn in pencil on paper. 

The architect was commissioned by renowned 
draftsman Vard Wallace to create a home inspired 
by a dome-shaped visitor’s center at a nuclear power 
plant in San Onofre, Calif., while also incorporating 
elements that fused two of  the engineer’s passions: 
astrology and fishing. Bissner’s initial design, which 
included a massive lake and observational deck for 
Wallace’s telescope, was completed in one afternoon. 
“I just wanted to round off the top of  that cinder 
cone,” Bissner says, “so that it didn’t disturb anything.” 
The home is part of  the landscape, yet abstract in 
its beauty.

Construction began with large, curved beams 
placed into the foundation with a crane before they 
were covered in 1-by-3s, one piece at a time. “Then 
they were fit right into the chimney,” explains Bissner, 
who turns 91 in October. “It was quite a little thing 
to do out in the desert because there wasn’t anything 
out there to do these things with.” Using resources 
brought in from neighboring towns and a rotating 
staff of  workers, the build continued with white latex 
amalgam sprayed on the roof, serving as a waterproof  
covering that also reflected the heat. 

“I was trying to keep the sun from getting in the 
house,” says Bissner of  the roof ’s design, as it partially 
hangs over the patio. “I didn’t want the sun to get too 
hot there on the deck. Now, they get sun when it sets 
and they get sun when it rises. And then the rest of  the 
day, you don’t get sun above you.”

A carport was also built, not only to house several 
vehicles but “to become a real nice deck that came 
right out next to the front door,” Bissner says. The 
extended platform is just off the living room, part 
of  a 2,206-square-foot, circular open-concept that 
includes two bedrooms and two bathrooms. To top 
it off, an observational deck in the center opens like 
an aperture, designed to “accommodate Vard so he 
could be at the top of  the world as close to the stars 
as he was going to get in the desert,” Jamie says. “… 
Vard was really into stargazing and the vicinity was 
as dark as a goat’s gut on a moonless night. It suited 
him perfectly.” 

Bissner also designed a two-story caretaker’s 
residence at the bottom of  the mountain, which 

housed Wallace’s machine shop on the first floor. Over 
the years, the structure has received criticism for its 
minimalist – if  not crude – composition in the shadow 
of  the home above. “I wanted it to blend in as much 
as I could so it wasn’t a feature,” Bissner explains of  
the building.

Ultimately, the architect says, it was the theft 
of  Wallace’s machinery from the structure that 
compelled the draftsman to sell the property. “He sort 
of  lost interest in the whole thing because he wanted 
to retire out there and have the blades and reinvent 
everything because that’s who he was,” Bissner 
explains. After a brief  period of  ownership by British 
developer Richard Bailey, Howser purchased the 
property in 2003.

MIDCENTURY MARVEL
Over the years, the host of  the KCET public 

television series, “California’s Gold” filled the home 
with an enviable collection of  midcentury modern 
furniture, some pieces collected at local yard sales 
and flea markets. When he visited, he frequented the 
Bagdad Cafe to hang out with Newberry Springs locals 
and soon discovered a local legend involving his home: 
Rumor had it that actress Lucille Ball stayed there after 
one of  Wallace’s parties. 

“He got an old photograph – I think he bought 
it online – of  Lucille Ball and told the locals there 
that were sitting at the counter, ‘Look what I found 
behind the refrigerator!” says Chapman University 
Vice President of  Campus Planning & Operations Kris 
Olsen, who helped oversee a full restoration of  the 
home after Howser gifted the property to the college 
in 2012. “Everybody went nuts and said, ‘See, we 
always knew it was true. We knew it was true.’ Huell 
never corrected them. … To this day, if  you go to the 
Bagdad Cafe, they’re still talking about how Lucille 
Ball stayed at the Volcano House.”

While Howser enjoyed furthering the home’s 
midcentury aesthetic, he made sure to keep the 
original finishes, even the shag carpet, intact. “The 
kitchen was something straight out of  the mid-1960s, 
all the way down to the Dishmaster Faucet,” Olsen 
says. The sink was just one of  the pieces that was 
refurbished (Dishmaster Facuets are still manufactured 
to the original specifications) during the university’s 
six-month, $500,000 restoration.

“As much as he loved it, [Huell] was such a people 
person that it was hard for him to be so isolated,” 
Olsen says of  Howser’s decision to hand over the 
home. “He would mainly go out there for the day 
and then leave mid-day, because the isolation of  
it – especially at night – was more than he wanted 
to bear.” 
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The university hoped to use the property as a 
separate campus, but the idea never came to fruition 
due to its remote location and the school sold the 
home in 2015. “But I do have great memories of  
going up there and enjoying it myself,” Olsen says. 
“One of  the most fabulous things is being able to lie 
in bed [in] the two bedrooms there. The sun comes 
up over the mountains and you have this whole wall 
of  glass. To watch it come up over the desertscape 
is phenomenal.” 

OF THE DESERT
When asked about his favorite feature in the 

Volcano House, Bissner pauses a moment before 
answering. He doesn’t note the progressive roof  
or the celestial aperture, instead recalling an often 
overlooked façade. “I think the rock work inside 
probably was my favorite because it was kind of  the 
reverse of  everything else,” he says. “It wasn’t clean 
and beautiful. It was rough rock work that had a dark 
color. It would contrast everything else in there.”

It’s as if  Bissner’s architectural conceptualization 
is propelled by dichotomies – a dome painted pristine 
white that is both in opposition to and a reflection of  
its surroundings; an inner homage to the desert on a 
chimney that stands rugged amid the clean lines of  a 

roof  draping the home in midcentury. The design is 
about juxtaposition, yes, but it’s also about perpetuity. 

There is one aspect of  the Volcano House, 
however, in which Bissner broke that mold: the water 
features carved into and beside the volcano. An avid 
swimmer who swam at the Pasadena and Los Angeles 
athletic clubs until his early 80s, Bissner was “ahead 
of  his time with Zen contemplative features,” Jamie 
says, noting that the entryway to his childhood home 
– designed by his father – featured a koi-filled tin 
pan. “The water had to be flowing. You had to have 
that sound.” 

A 4-acre lake sits at the base of  the cinder cone, and 
a 5-foot wide moat stretches around the home beneath 
the awning. “Pumps were supposed to be put in there 
to have little geysers going up,” explains the architect. 
“All the lights are in but none of  that, so that it would 
have given it a sparkle at night. It would have been 
a shimmer out there in the desert that you couldn’t 
figure out what you were looking at.”   

Perhaps the current or a future owner can 
complete Bissner’s vision, install the fountains based 
on the original design. Or maybe that’s the story of  
the Volcano House, left incomplete as a byproduct of  
the desert, becoming more a part of  the environment 
in which it’s placed the longer it goes untouched.  
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