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The Sea Ranch, by William Turnbull, Jr.
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The Sea Ranch is a 5,000 acre development on the Cali-
fornia coast, approximately 90 miles north of San Francisco
Bay. It is a long narrow piece of property, 10 miles in
length, running from the ocean’s edge with numerous pro-
tected beaches and rocky cliffs to a large coastal meadow
stretching the entire length of the Ranch and terminating
on the north where the Gualala River bends westward to
meet the sea. This coastal grassland is subdivided into
formal landscape spaces by parallel lines of cypress hedge-
rows planted for windbreaks at right angles to the ocean.
The coastal plateau, with its cypress walls, is enclosed on
the east by Highway One and a forested ridge rising several
hundreds of feet above the meadow, offering magnificient
over.views up and down the coastline.

Originally the land was completely forested by old stands
of red-wood, Bishop Pine and fir, but the development of San
Francisco in the 1880’s and 1890’s created the demand for
timber and the old forests were logged and the timber drag-
ged down to the ocean edge to be shipped by steam
schooners from precarious anchorages along the coast.
Black Point, the site of the condominium and restaurant
motel, was in 1904 a thriving little village with log loading
chutes, houses, barns and even a small hotel complete with
telephone. Upon the completion of the cutting, logging and
loggers’ habitations were superseded by ranchers with their
bands of sheep. The cutover.acreage was burned to clear
the logging debris and germinate new grasses. For fifty
years the Sea Ranch coast was grazed and the cypress trees
were planted to shelter the livestock. Black Point was
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abandoned and by the 1950’s Sea Ranch had evolved as a
picturesque pastoral landscape.

By the early 1960’s the economics of sheep ranching along
the Northern California coast had become replaced by ano-
ther set of economics; that of land development. Oceanic
Properties, a subsidiary of Castle and Cook, under the
leadership of Alfred Boeke, saw the opportunities for a
special type of rural recreational community for the enjoy-
ment of people whose working lives required urban and
suburban locations. In order to translate these opportuni-
ties into what is now known as the Sea Ranch, Boeke re-
tained Lawrence Halprin and Associates for land planning,
and the firms of Joseph Esherick & Associates and Moore,
Lyndon, Turnbull, Whitaker as architects for the initial
buildings.

Halprin, with his geographer-ecologist Richard Reynolds,
led his office into a thorough and complete analysis of the
physical components of the landscape and their interactions
which in turn determine the visual characteristics of the
Vegetation, soil, drainage, wind and micro-climate
studies coupled with topography provided a rational com-

place.

prehension from which to start a planning process that
would, in the end, introduce people in great numbers to this
coastal landscape.

The desire to respect and enhance the existing conditions
led Halprin to suggest a masterplan that would allow all
residents to enjoy the quiet open character of the Sea
Ranch. Houses were to be tucked up to the hedgerows,
both for climatic protection in this cool and windy environ-
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ment, as well as the utilization of the dominant tree lines
to organize potentially diverse forms and tastes in building.
Space between was to be common and open for the enjoy-
ment of all.

rear of lots where houses could be built and ownership

Setbacks were drawn to indicate areas on the

intermediate to the common was described as a reserve
private space where no man-made structure could intrude.
Roads on the forested hillside were located to minimize their
visual intrusion on the landscape and lots- were situated
where opportunities for views and private vantages occurred.
Concerns about the impact of man-made elements in land-
scape led to the formation of restrictions to prevent indis-
crimminate use of jarring colors and eye catching reflective
finishes.

Halprin’s work and on-going discussions with Boeke and
the Esherick and MLTW offices clarified and crystallized
the design problems facing the architects. The climatic
factors of sun and wind coupled with exposed topography
caused a premium to be placed on buildings that would
provide their own exterior as well as interior shelter. The
ever present wind from the Northwest moving over cold
ocean water created a cool climate with summer fogs where
shade was not pleasant and sunlight was a welcome addi-
tion. Overhangs were not desirable and “wind shadows”
became a newly found design criteria.

The Esherick office explored as one part of the develop-
ment the opportunities for the traditional individual houses
clustered together on the windward edge of the first hedge
row. The houses, six in number, were grouped with
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shed roofs sloped to pitch wind over warmer south facing
courtyards while garden walls link the structures together.
The exterior siding selected was a wood shingle and the use
of sod on several roofs neatly and succinctly brought to-
gether and intermingled the man-made and natural land-
From a distance the pitch of the roofs and the
wind-shaped silhouette of the hedgerow complement each

scapes.

other and provide a harmoniously integrated total unit.
The condominium on the other hand was a response to
Its challenge and
task was to evolve a system for preserving the character
of the landscape while housing people in higher numbers
and tighter densities than single family housing is capable
of achieving. To this end we explored various types of
unit relationship on a severely restricted 35-acre section of
coastland between the highway and the edge of the rocky
cliffs.
micro landscapes which in turn could be characterized by

a different kind of residential problem.

Our analysis sought to identify and.locate existing

their micro-landmarks such as a rocky outcrop or grassy
It was our intent that buildings reinforce and clarify
the identity of each landscape element and through such

swale.

territorial partnership create a validity for their own location.
As a set of goals or ground rules for the disposition and
size of each of the groups of units we felt that they should
meet the following requirements as described by Donlyn
Lyndon in his program notes:*
“Site criteria:

All units must have ‘identity’ with this specific site. This
can be interpreted to mean each must have a distinctive
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ocean view. Views directly west, or simply out to sea,
should not be accepted as satisfactory.—Units must have
direct accessibility to site.-Southern exposures are highly
desirable.—Arrangement of units should act as wind breaks.
—Road should be screened either by trees or walls where
they affect the privacy of the unit.

‘Building criteria:

Interior spaces should be kept open to create the effect
of as generous a unit as possible.—Within general space
there should be specific places created for: (a) A dark fire
place center. (b) An open solarium/porch. (capable of
(c¢) Simplified
(d) Sleeping areas (taking ad-
vantage of the entire space).—Light openings should be
placed for striking view effects and ‘in such a manner to
create the sensation of large interior space.—Large dead
storage areas should be placed in carports to avoid reduc-
ing already small unit square footage.

being closed off in inclement weather).
kitchen-bath combination.

‘General recommendations:
Units should be sited in a manner reinforcing the natural
land forms and scale.—Cars should be grouped in courts

to simplify road structure, maintain a workable unit adjacent,

to the ground, and be a positive unifying feature for the
clusters.—Units should work together making a large-scale
composition that is more than an addition of ﬁieces.—Mate-
rials should be rough and simple and this attitude of sim-
plicity and convenience applies as well to kitchen and bath.
—Units, by their number, will bulk large and architectural
on the site and advantage should be taken of this fact.
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They should not be hidden or made to 'merge into the
landscape.” _

*World Architecture 2, John Donat, editor.

Working from such a set of rules, we evolved a master-
plan for the acreage with clusters of between 10 and 20
units. An initial grouping of 10 units was chosen as a
demonstration model and a specific site was selected for its
The site

itself was a grassy windswept mound (the remnant of a

proximity to the Esherick store and sales office.

prehistoric reef) adjacent to the rocky cliffs with the surf
pounding below; a moody, barren and magnificent place.
On this site we set out to arrange our 10 units using a
building cube of 24’.
views and then adjusted to create protected outdoor living
spaces. The individual units are collected under the single
large roof which follows the slope of the site. The roof
acts as an organizer and creates a scale for the whole that

Each unit was located initially for

is related to the larger scale of the landscape.

Inside the 24’ cubes we tried fot a maximum sense of
enclosure, of being inside and protected, with few openings
except for the numerous skylights which admit the always
welcome warmth of the sun. Outside the cubes went glass
bays, terraces, decks and walled gardens, more outside than
in, even when they are enclosed aginst the wind. Condi-
tions of linkage or connection as well as idiosyncrasies of
view or relationship to the grade allowed opportunities for
each unit to be varied and have its own personality while
at the same time partaking of the spatial discipline and
structural organization of the whole.
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The structyral system evolved as a heavy timber frame
comprised of 10” X 10” columns and 4” x10” horizontal girt
members. These were cross-braced with 4” x4” and rigid
connections were achieved by using segments cut from a
circular three foot metal disc. Column positions were lo-
cated to minimize the number required and girts set one
upon another in a layered and lapped fashion. All the
heavy timber was left rough sawn as it came from the mill
saws and the rough texture and the straightforward expres-
sion of the structure seemed psychologically appropriate for
Onto the heavy
timber frame rough sawn vertical boards were nailed com-

the raw and wild qualities of the site.

pleting the big barnlike interiors and providing a surface
for the exterior vertical redwood boards.

For the interiors of the units we were desirous of keep-
ing the space as open and seemingly as large as possible.
To this end and toward the goal that a vacation place is
special and different from one’s work-a-day abode, we deve-
loped a scheme that used super-scaled furniture pieces in
lieu of traditional rooms. A sleeping place became a
four-poster bed, itself a story high, and sheltering underneath
its legs a dark cozy fireplace area. The kitchen and bath
became a stacked two-story cabinet and this functional
bureau was hollowed out for dressing places and storage
as well as additional sleeping spaces when grade and roof
height allowed.
visually by huge canvas tents which, when down, did a double
service on catching the sun from the skylights and provid-
The furni-

Privacy for the sleeping was provided

ing a warm glow for the interior of the unit.
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ture pieces are constructed of smooth wood to set them
apart from the rough spatial enclosure and painted in bright
colors to further emphasize their furniture characteristics.
Linkages created extra special rooms, porches and outside decks.

Because the owner-developer was unsure of his market,
some of the units were more traditionally handled with
upstairs loft sleeping areas divided into two bedrooms. The
kitchen-bath cabinet was maintained as well as the structural
system and materials.

On the exterior cars are collected in a walled compound
under simple sheds for weather protection. Local materials,
in this case redwood, are used throughout and the compo-
sition, as it weathers, especially at a distance, takes on all
the characteristics of a great wooden rock, indigenous and
timeless in the timeless rural landscape.

With the completion of the condominium and the com-
mencement of land sales the Sea Ranch enjoyed a success
that led to the need for organized recreational facilities.
We were asked at this point, in conjunction with Lawrence
Halprin, to provide a small swimming pool and tennis court
for these new pioneer residents. The site was a drainage
swale just east of the second hedgerow. A fold in the land
provided some shelter and a sense of “place” but maximizec
subsurface construction difficulties.

The problem was a triple one: first, to design a small
and inexpensive facility that would be part of the sweep
of the landscape and not an interruptoin of it; second, to
shield the swimming pool and the tennis court from the
brisk, strong north wind; and third, to create the sensation
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of warmth necessary to make the outdoors alongside a
swimming pool an attractive idea. The solution evolved
with a reshaping of the land itself into wind-free pockets
On the
north side of the pool a two-story unfinished redwood wall
with attendant buttresses serves as “wind dam” and sun
reflector. Spaces between buttresses when enclosed and
covered with redwood shingles or translucent plastic roofs
form locker

containing the swimming pool and tennis court.

rooms, showers and saunas for men and
women, with their adjacent storage areas. Interiors have
been painted by Barbara Stauffacher with multi-colored pat-
terns of graphic overlay on white plywood walls, which
produce a vivid, overscaled counterpart to the quiet, serene
grass forms of the exterior. Seedling pines were planted
in the natural grasses along the highway to screen it and
form an extension of the forested slopes to the east.

Continuing interest on the part of the public coupled with
a well organized selling campaign led to more lot sales.
Pressure for development and economic conditions within the
developing company led to relinquishing of the earlier
Halprin planning ideals regarding density and lot arrange-
ment. As more people came to the Ranch and built more
houses, other recreational facilities were required. Horse-
back riding was introduced from the old stables and a road
was cut down to the Gualala River behind the eastern
ridge of the Ranch for summer swimming and splashing.
Eventually the pressure on the first tennis court and swim-
ming pool became excessive, and in 1968 plans went ahead
for a second recreational facility.
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The new facility is situated just south of the cypress
hedgerow adjacent to the stable-barn and located to provide
a wind-free condition for the pool area. The structure, a
more complex version of its predecessor, was placed south
of the pool in a position to provide a wind shadow for the

tennis courts. The central wall in this case acts as a spine

against which two translucent roofed corridors are nestled.

The whole is punctuated by three towers; a central one for
men’s sunbathing, an attached exedra form to celebrate the
ladies’ outdoor sauna slide and a free standing element that
marks the pool and terminates the vista of the sunken
walkway to the beach. The locker room are a series of
spaces experienced in orderly sequential process of public
entrance, private changing to swimming or tennis clothes,
thence lower exit, and then later the reverse procedure of
shower and change. Saunas are provided for each sex as
well as a family unit with windows for exterior views.
Interior cold water plunges are provided and the grand,
brightly painted and sunfilled spaces recall the “baths” of
another era.

On the exterior the tennis courts are dug into the land-
scape for additional wind protection and berms are further
used to screen them. A wooden “reef” for sunbathing lies
adjacent to the pool and its tower, while functionally acting
as a place for the mechanical equipment, also containing a
water slide for children of all ages. An island in the pool
divides the 25-meter olympic area from the less serious
minded efforts.

As well as the public places and their spirit, the Sea
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Ranch is a collection of private places and personalities.
Two of the houses which we have constructed at the Sea
Ranch demonstrate their own individual attitude toword the
site and our response to their owners’ requirements.

The Hines House sits in the forest on a steep slope and
contains two dramatic views of the rocky coast through
vistas of Bishop Pines. Living accommodations for this
weekending couple, their visiting children and grandchildren
had to be organized in such a manner that privacy from
neighboring lots was insured, an individual sense of place
and view attained, while site grades and existing landscape
were respected. The varied and changing population of
the house suggested a dual habitation: a “big house” for
the immediate family, and its attendant “bunk house” for
transient members and other guests. Juxtaposition of the
structures to the grade helps dramatize the sloping site and
axial western vista while simultaneously providing a sunny
courtyard at the head of the long diagonal dramatic ocean
view. Exposed structural framing, critically placed sky-
lights and varied high circulation spaces reinfore the spatial
concept of the house as a “hollow wall”. Specific living
spaces are formed by shed roofs projecting as giant bays
from the central spine and are sized to accommodate needs
and functions of this varied house- For the Hines’ and
their love of nature, the house tries to provide the variety
of experiences while quietly intruding on the forest scene
as a man-made outcrop.

Conversely, the house for the Caygills finds itself perched
above the ocean surf in an embayment on the south part of
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the Ranch. Where the Hines house turned outward to take
possession of the forest and its long vistas, the Caygill’s
house turns in and around a skylit platform to create a fra-
grant floating greenhouse in an otherwise cool north coast
climate. An almost blank eastern facade belies the drama-
tic ocean view and deceptively screens the interior volume.
A sequence of shed roofs pinwheel down counterclockwise
around the central space and come to rest above a walled
The interior of the house is
dominated by the greenhouse bridge with its cascading
vines. All spaces visually relate back to it and its sunlit
plants. The interior walls are native resawn fir and the
floor a dark tile. The inside space holds the light and views
and provides a personal relationship to the ocean’s edge.
The Sea Ranch is, in the end, many such special places.
It is memorable to the participant as a collection of experi-
ences, a special geography, an evolution from the grass and
Both
the. landscape and the architecture represent ideas in the
ever ongoing processes of growth, change and fruition.

private southwest courtyard.

cypress landscape of a previous rural generation.
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