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OUT OF AFRICA
IN JOSHUA TREE, MOJAVE ROCK RANCH 
REFLECTS ITS CREATORS’ GLOBAL TRAVELS – 
TO KENYA, INDIA AND BEYOND.
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A 
few years back, Gino Dreese and Troy Williams took a hot air balloon ride over 
Maasai Mara in southwestern Kenya. Up in the air, their guide cut the gas. A 
deafening stillness followed, as they looked out over water holes filled with hippos 
and the Mara River infamous for its wildebeest migration. “God, that was the 
coolest thing,” Williams recalls. “It was so quiet.”

That’s pretty much what it feels like to stand on the patio at their Joshua Tree 
residence, Mojave Rock Ranch – a two-bedroom retreat perched on a rocky knoll overlooking 225 
acres of  stark, open desert. The quiet shrouds your senses, save for the occasional bobcat or desert 
tortoise. Then, it’s a serendipitous meeting between the wild and avant-garde.

Twenty-three years in the making, the project is an architectural blend of  global inspirations, 
from Mayan temples to South African lodges. When the sun sets, neon light streams through the 
rock walls dotted with recycled, colored bottles – both the glass and the stones are from all over the 
world. The pair has been around the globe and back several times and collected the boulders that 

make up the walls (and other facets of  the home) during their 
travels. An outdoor bench is made of  pieces from the sidewalks 
of  Copacabana, a planter from rocks off the coast of  Baja (their 
plane had to “take out some fuel to accommodate the rocks”) and 
a bedroom patio with street tiles from Amsterdam.

“We travel heavy,” Williams jokes. 
“You put them in your suitcase?” I ask.
“No, backpacks,” Dreese says. 
“At security, they’re always like, ‘What the hell is this?’ ” 

Williams laughs. “Between that and the books, we’ve just 
given up.”

You can tell a lot about a person by their bookshelves, and 
the landscapers’ Mojave Rock Ranch collection ranges from 
“American Indian Art” and “Dreams of  India” to “A Day in the Life 
of  Thailand.” Every country, every continent is covered. But if  the 
library is a map of  their travels, then the home is a living compass 
legend; alongside the bottles, the couple’s global treasures are 
edged into crevices throughout the walls. 

On a back meditation patio, for example, tin cases and rusted 
boxes – mostly from Holland and Belgium – frame the glass door 
that leads out to the deck. There, you can sit amid the collection 
next to a small Buddha, and look out at the hills through vintage, 
ornamental doors from India. 
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In a hallway leading out to the deck, another wall 
holds Dreese’s baby shoes alongside a 100-year-old 
flask from Charleston, S.C., and a cigarette case found 
at a flea market. “Baby’s first,” Williams laughs. “My 
mom always joked, ‘When I die, I know I’m going to 
get cemented into your wall.’ ”

“We haven’t found the spot for her yet,” 
Dreese quips.

Each collectible has a story – and as if  the mosaic 
wasn’t intriguing enough, the couple’s humorous 
recounting brings you in like an old friend. It’s like you 
were right there with them on a walking safari tour 
with a Maasai guide in Kenya: “He’s like, ‘If  a hippo 
charges you, run zig zag!’ ” Williams exclaims.

“He said, ‘If  you see a lion running at you, say 
goodbye to each other,’ ” Dreese laughs.

Williams recalls how the Maasai guide wore sandals 
made from old car tires – the landscaper told him how 
much he liked the style. The next morning, Williams 
was given his own pair. It was a new use for old junk 
– a theme they seem to be drawn to – and one they 
brought back in nearly every facet of  this design.

Three “hippos” rescued years ago from the then-
dilapidated Joshua Tree Lake stand guard at the front 
gate – the paddle boats are now planters holding 
an array of  cactuses. Another “collection” stands 
unassuming in a line along the driveway: Over the 
years, whenever Dreese and Williams spotted downed 
mailboxes, they’d throw them in their truck. They’ve 
since “built up a nice junkie amount” from all over the 
Morongo basin. Now, they’re all birdhouses.

More animals can be found 
throughout the main house. A 
Haitian-art-style shark skeleton 
from the Florida Keys hangs 
suspended from a pointed 
tamarisk-branch roof  at the 
front door; in the living room, 
an alligator head bought from 
a farm gift shop in Williams’ 
home state of  Florida rises out 
of  a chest-high divider.

“It really is the opposite of  
how we are, because we’re 
really into animals,” Dreese says 
of  the gator. 

“We feel kind of  guilty 
about it,” Williams adds. 

“Gino’s like, ‘Let’s paint it metallic!’ ”
“So it doesn’t look real,” Dreese laughs.
What is real are the dozens of  yellow barrel 

cactuses that lead visitors throughout the property, 
plumped down in clusters and even growing out of  
the walls. “It’s our theme plant,” Williams explains, “in 
work and at this place.” Some were even snagged from 
their Los Angeles garden, which they’d been tending 
to for 30 years. “It’s the most widely cultivated cactus 
in the world, I’ve read,” Williams adds. “It’s so bizarre 
and terrible to think about [the fact] that where it’s 
native to in Mexico, it’s almost extinct, if  not totally 
extinct. … They do incredibly well in Joshua Tree. 
They don’t die! We literally have not had any die.”

These “self-contained units” are just one of  
thousands of  different types of  plants grown on the 
property, grouped by water needs and aided by an 
automatic watering system for the trees. The cactuses 
are greener and bigger than normal – ocotillo and 
saguaro flowering like it’s their job. Two pairs of  
caring hands have trained them well.

Newest to the property are a wine cellar and 
pool, complete with a bottle-adorned pool house 
sheltering four turquoise rocking chairs. Inside the 
latter structure, bottles have been cemented next to 
seashells from Curaçao and Tahiti, not to mention 
more vintage doors from India. 

The South Asian country has “the best hotels in 
the world,” Williams says, and the pair know a little 
something about hospitality. They rented the Joshua 
Tree home – along with five homestead cabins they 
bought and renovated as they purchased more land 

THE DETAILS
For more information 

on Mojave Rock 
Ranch, please visit 

mojaverockranch.net.
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around the property – for nearly 10 years. It was soon 
after they bought the “artist retreat on 40 acres” from 
high desert real estate agent Mel Benson in 1994. (“Mel 
Benson threw the keys and was like, ‘If  these keys 
don’t work, just kick the door in.’ That’s how realtors 
used to be out here,” Williams recalls.) The house 
was booked “all the time,” but ultimately, it wasn’t 
the full-time job the pair wanted. “We felt like we 
were cleaning ladies,” Dreese recalls. “All I needed was 
a babushka.” 

So they sold the five cabins and vested their time 
into continuing to add to the property, built in 1957. By 
then, a screened sleeping porch had been turned into 
a master suite with a fireplace. A living room closet 
was transformed into a second “bedroom.” And one 
of  the most striking features of  the home – burl tree 
trunks collected in Alaska by Williams’ father – were 
positioned as bubbled columns welcoming visitors to 
the home. 

Spend enough time at the ranch, and you’ll start to 
notice the way the corners don’t perfectly converge, 
the way the bottles and stones aren’t exactly even. 
“We always want to do everything different,” explains 
Dreese, who grew up in Amsterdam. “No line is lined 
up here. Everything is off.”

Taken as a whole, however, the irregularity isn’t 
off-kilter: It creates its own continuity. The house 
is at once a wonderland straight out of  a Dr. Seuss 
book and an architectural marvel worthy of  the 
recognition it’s received over the years. During the late 
’90s, Williams says the Beastie Boys were among the 
home’s temporary tenants. But now, it sits as a quiet 
respite for the couple whose imaginations brought it 
to life.

Its evolution is a bit like an open-air Jeep tour they 
once took through the tiger reserve at Ranthambore 
National Park in Rajasthan, India. Williams was the 
first to spot one of  the animals. “Secretly, I was like, 
‘OK, we’ve seen it, let’s move on,’ ” he recalls. “[The 
driver] backed up closer to it and shut off the engine. 
I’m like, ‘… No, really, let’s go. I’m having a massive 
anxiety attack.’ But he stayed, got on the radio and 
then about five other Jeeps converged on us. But we 
had five minutes alone with it.”

Majesty is heightened by singularity, and Mojave 
Rock Ranch now stands stoic in stillness. Rumor has it 
if  you look a tiger in the eye, it’s less likely to kill you. 
Stare into the serendipitous, and grandeur can shroud 
the senses.  
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