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Albert Frey designed the Cree House, on the border

between Palm Springs and Cathedral City, in 1955,
butthe history of the residence goesback almost
adecade earlier. In 1947, Raymond Cree, a formen
Riverside Countyschool superintendent turned
real estate developer (he once owned the land on

which the Thunderbird Country Clubnow stands),
hought 12 acres ofdesert serubonarocky hillside
off East Palm Canvon Drive and commissioned Frey
todesign the Desert Hills Hatel. The luxury resort
comprised nine modern-looking bungalows nestled
on the face ofa pyramid-shaped hill and, atits base,
acontemporary restaurant. Judging by Frey's origi-
nal design forrthe property, the complex would have
been stunning, somethingarchitectural fans from
all over the world no doubt would have visited to
study and admirve. Who knows, itmight even have
become the Palm Springs equivalentof the Frank
Lloyd Wright campus, Taliesin West, in Scottsdale,

The house f
beige, tan, and
Frey at his
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Butthe project was never realized.

What happened? Nobody really knows, Noteven
Joseph Rosa, considered the world's foremost author-
ity on Frey. Says Rosa, now the director and CEO of
the Frye Art Museumin Seattle (not to be confused
with Frey the architect), “The desert has alwaysbeen
aplace where dreamers come up with bigideas, but
the traction isn'talways there. So Raymond Cree had a
vision, and Albert Frey put that vision down on paper,
but the dream wasnever realized, and we don'treally
know why”

Instead, when hewas 82, Raymond Cree, whaostill
owned the undeveloped land, asked Frevtoswitch
gears and designasimple two-bedroom house
perched on the hillside overlookingwhat should
havebeen his fancy resort restaurant. Architectural
historians have long dubbed the modest 1,300-square-
foot home —which costall of $40,000 to build — the
“Forgotten Frey." Notbecause anvone ever really for-
gotaboutit, butbecause hardly anyone hasever seenit.

“Inacertainway," Rosasays, “thisisa house that
wasn't forgotten somuchas ignored. And perhapsit's
better, insome ways, that it was left alone as it was for
somany years.”

Sidney Williams, former curator of architecture
and design at the Palm Springs Art Museum, remems-
berscontacting the owners several times over the
years, bepgingto have a peak at the house. “1 was
alwaysturned down,” she says. “Tothisday, I've never
been inside the house. I'm very curious tosee it.”

Andshe'll have the chance, aswill others, with
tours of the recently restored Forgotten Frey being
offered during Modernism Week, Feb, 14-24.

The house, which has had only a few owners,
boasts a fascinating history. When Cree. then 90 years
old, moved inwith aniecein Riverside in 1965, he sold
the Frey house to Milton F. Kreis, who notonly owned
the restaurant at the base of the hill, then called Rim-
Rocks, butalsoa Googie-style restaurantin Palm
Springsdesigned by William E Cody, knownas Aloha
Jhoe's Tiki Bar and Polymesian Restaurant (oddly
enough, the catery served Cantonese food),

Now this iswhere the story gets complicated:
AlohaJhoe's didn'tlast long. Towas replaced by
Sherman's Steak House, asin Sherman Harris, who
would later found Sherman’s Deli & Bakery. Sawhen
Kreisdied in 1972, who should buy the Forgotten Frey
but Harris?

“Trwasalways aunique house” recalls Sherman's
son, Sam Harris, whae took over ownership of the deli
(with hissister Janet) and the home. The vounger
Harrisremembers spending weekends atthe proprey
asakid and being fascinated by the oddities of the
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Thi Katchen boasts ongiral appliances,
including a three-door refrgerator-freezer
ant an aver with circular windows,

home —like the vintage refrigerator that hung on the
liitehenwall. “It wasthis strange three-door, hanging
refrigerator-freezer. General Electric made them, but
rwere expensive and only in production for a few
vears” Harris says. He has spent about a vear restor-
ingthe neglected landmark. 1t not until Harris actu-
allyopens one of the refrigeratordoor panels that you
even know itsanappli builttolook like three

Harrishas noideawhythe almost-65-year-old fridge,
which stopped working longago, was never replaced,
butitwasn't. “Maybe it wastoo much of s hassle to
takeitout, h ‘Ttweighsaton.”
But Harris, whocommitted to ing the house as
riginal 1955 condition, isglad
and pink)
rreplaced — thoughittook some doing to get
itupand runningagain. Obviously Harriscouldn't call
upGeneral Electric Co.and askifthey had the parts
for arefrigerator compressor that hadn't been manu-
factured inmaore than 50vears. Soamachinisthad to
rebuild it fromserateh. He found a Palm Springsauto
repair shoptorepaint the enamel door panelsand then
enlisted someone to remake the plastic inserts inside
the three-panel fridge.
Chuckling, | sconcedes thatmavbe doing
all of thatwasalittle erazy, “But you know, once ve

original shower door froma bone vard for old glass

in San Diego and restoring the vellow corrugated
fiberglass panelsthatwrapped around the deck
ndingoffthe livingroom.
“AlbertFrey wasknow ination for

arehitecture and des curator. “So now we may
seevellow corrugated fiberglass panels and think
they'reunattractive, but in the early '50s, thiswas
quite avant-garde. F 4 "tincommon

until well after Wo Mar IL”

unigue were the industrial colored asbes
cementsheetsused towr i
house. Theencelis
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sheets remainadistinetive feature of the home's
design, “The house is typical in the industrial materials
Freyvused,” Williams continues, “And the color plan —

beige, tan, sage green — they're the colors ofthe desert,

bringing the outdoors in.”

Inrestoringthe home, it helps that Harris discov-
ered acoupleofmagazine storieson the house from
the 505, including one that listed the materials and
manufacturers used, from the Modernfold sliding
partitions to the Atomic Age gas oven by Western
Holly with a porthole in the middle that makes it look
more like awashing machine than anoven. “All the
doorsinthe house are original but had to be restored,”
Harrissays. “The kitchen still has the original panel-
ing, but most ofthe other panelinginside the house
had tobe takendown and restored.”

Animportant centerpiece of the houseis the fire-
place, built from rock sourced around the property.
[t'sthe only strong vertical element, passing through
the horizontal mass of the house and anchoring it
torthe hill on which itsits. “It'saunique element,”
Williams savs. “The way it's situated, it grounds the
whole house, and everything pivots around it.”

Both Williams and Rosa maintain that the Cree
House isn'timportantonly as astand-alone example
of Frey'sinnovative architecture but that, as Rosasays,
itbest represents his Le Corbusier schooling:

“1 remember Albert telling me that whenever he
feltstuck or had a problem with design, he'd goback
tohistrainingwith Le Corbusier to rediscover simple,
elegant design,” Rosasays. “And the Cree House

alongwith hisown home, Frey [1—are perfect
examplesofthat.”

Williams echoes the thought: *“You can drawa
straightline from the Cree House tosome of Frey's
mostimportantworksinthe desert, including the
Carey-Pirozz House [built in 1956} and his own home
[completed in 1964, perched on a hill, usingsimple,
industrial materials, and designed tominimize its
impacton the surroundingenvironment — like the
Cree House, We areall very lucky that itisstill there
and looks pretty much the wav Albert designed it m
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