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SANTA MARGARITA ISLAND

Rich in l-l istory - Rich in ll ature

Many' many years ago the coast Miwok Indian livedin Marin county. They t6o a peaceful I i f e. ir'"v tp.ntmost of the day picking herribs and nuts to eat, orhunting an elk or deer-r^rith bour and airow, or ffsnlng.
t^le do know Indians camped here.
There is evidence ojF Indian mounds
at the corner of Adria.n t'lay and Mabr.y
lol ay and under our ll orth san pedro nola
!.y the 7-Lr store and the gas station.
01d shells have also been found on the
Santa Veneti a t! ursery property i ncl icat-ing the Incians camped on the flat lanclnear the water" Not being highly
organ i zed and concerned wi th housework ,tlgv tossed all their garbage into apile - or mound. llhen-it became smeJly
and offensive they moved camp to anotherlocation.In 1817 Mi ssi on san Raf ael Arcangel (trre angel ofgoq4 health) was founded as a "sanitarium"'fo; thi-ri.rIndians of san Francisco de Asis. This was the beginningof a great change for our lrtivrok Indiani.

There were 3 Administrators of Hi ssion Rafael beforeit r{as aba.ndoned. The most loved of these was an Irishman,Timothy tlyrptry. For his honest concern for ina rteip to thellarin In^dians, he was given a 22,000 acre lana g"inI ln 1g44by the Mexican governrnent known as La punta de 5an pedro y
!un!a l-largari ta y I as Gar r i nas. combi nea wi th an eail ie.
land grant, this made him probab'ly the biggest ijnJouun."in Marin and a man of much pou,er. He couli ue called thefounder of San Rafael as he built the first home at 4th andc streets , was Admi ni strator of the Mi ss ion jno ng.nt forover 1'000 Indians, and first Justice of the peac6. Hewa! a.big, burley, fun loving nan. He had a rancho andraised cattle here in our vailey and in the Terra Linda-Itlarinwood area. He vuent into "iown', for fiestas an.t grandparties rvith lots of food and lots of fun. urren ciiiiorniajoined the Union in 1850, times changed for all the caballerosand for the Indians too. Don Timote6 llurphy resign.J utIndian Agent. The mission was taken over'bl, the iiite andthe orchards sold. The Indians were ahandoired and leftwithout enough new ski I ls to support themselves.
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Timothy Murphy cl ied of a burst
appendix in 1853. l'l is lanCs
b,ere divided three h,ays:
1) The archbishop of San
Francisco received rvhat is
now St. Vincent's Schottl.
2) John Lucas, his nephew,
received upper Santa Margarita
land (which was later sold to
Planuel Freitas anC is nou,
Terra Linda. 3) His brother,
14atthewo received the San Pedro
grant (nor,v Mcl\ear property,
Peacock Gap and China Camp).
In 1856 the area we knour as
Santa Venetia was sold for $t27.60
to pay delinquent taxes. l',! illiam
much of this land in 1858.
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F. McAlesiter acquired

Parts of this area urere later purchased by the
Rice and Piper Brickyard; by l-lenry Campbel l (1887) to
build a golf course;- Edwin Kimball, who planned to establish
a stock ianch ; 0verend Rose , vrho sought gol d ; E . G. Stetson
(1890), and others. 0verend Rose hoped to rnine gold on
the hill by Gallinas School . He Cug several tunnels into
the neigfrbbring hil ls but did not strike it rich. H'is
home wai bougni Oy E.G. Stetson, a San Francisco lawyer'
in 1890 and is noi,r the YFlCA buiiding on tlorth San Pedro
Ro ad

It was consi dered both hea'l thy and a mark of success
to live in Marin at that time. There were big estates
and I ots of hotel s cateri ng to the more successful San
Francisco businessmen and their farni I ies. At that time
there was no gdS, no electricity, no telephone, and even
no mai I del ivery. Each home had enough property around
it to support. a few cor.JS, a few chickens, a variety of
fruit trbbs a'nd a vegetab'le garden. The daughter-in-lalv
of E.G. Stetson, Jesiie Kant Stetson, hras quite a gardener
but most of that i s now I ost.

There were Swiss, German, Ital ian and Portuguese
famil ies in Santa Venetia at the turn of the century.
0l d ti mers remernber dai ry f arms and ol i ve and appl e

orchards. The heart of the va11ey seems to have been
around 0xford Drive - l.Joodcliff . !t,leriam Stetson' as a

boy, went to school there - r^rhen the 'l arge c'l ark f ami'ly
was in residence.
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It was from this va'l 1ey that uabry llcllahan saw
his dream. His wife, Ada l'!cAlesiter. inherited some
property in rural Santa Venet j a. 14abry and h i s tvi f e
I jved in what vras prohably his father-in-law's summer
home. The place was grand and Mahry was grand too. He
kept a carriage house with footmen in uniform for his
surrey and u,agons. There were peach and ol i ve orchards .

Dressed in e'legance, he woulC drive his surrey to the
ferry and go to San Franc'isco to promote his dream among
po'l iticians, investors and other v.rell known rnen of the day
Hi s dream?

If he filled in some of the marshland, and built up the
canals, and sold lots for houses... this could be a

"modern da.y" Venice! lle did reinforce the canals urith
,steel and concrete. The remai ns of thi s can eas i ly be
seen from the bri dge to Sant6 illargari ta Isl and. Thousands
of rare and exotic plants were brought in. Some of these
can be seen near the island and down 0xford Drive. Three
expos i ti on bu i I di ngs u,ere brought by harge from the Panama-
Pacific Exposition in San Francisco. Bridle trails were
I ai d out and gondol as hrought i n f or open'ing day . He

had plans for a u,aterfall and grand hotel to he built on
this 5 acre island. A.s you look at the island nol^r' notice
the tumbl e of rocks overshado'led by oak trees . I t i s a

sign of a great upheaval and earthquake 1 ong a9o.
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November 9 and 10, 1914, over 3,000 people came
and looked and rvalked and enjoyed and dreamed too.
The first 'lot was sold to a millionaire, Mr. Carmichael ,
from Sacramento. But no homes were ever bui I t. 0ur
country soon entered l.lorl d ldar I and thoughts turned to
defense. l{ext came the Depress i on when few coul d afford
such luxuries - such dreams. Local children would skate
on the s idewal ks and swim i n the canal . The I i ttl e
community did not change much
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But life was good then! Bob Lauchenauer'(now of
San Anselmo) remembers his days as a boy jn Santa Venetia.
0n a summer day he and his friends might rour their boats
from what is n"ow the Civic Center lagoon and paSt Robert's
Dai ry and the Stetson pl ace (where !hey sneaked an appl e

.or pLar) . At Santa Margari ta Is'land they _mi ght 
^meet .some

of tf,e boys f rom St. V i ncent's 0rphanage f or a f ri endl.y
swim. Thln past the San Franci sco Duck Cl ub (MacPhai I
ilfroot ) to Bi.rck's Launching and China .Cqmp. ^Jl'.f . they
"chewed the fat" with Pistol smith and Jake 0bletz
without their parents knowledge as these men were market
hunters and knew the bootl eggers .

A boy coul d ki 1 1 some 
- duck here and sel I them to a

local hotei for $1.00 each, or djg clams in the mud by the
island for 25t a bucket. Locke remembers later working
for Meriam Stetson for 500 a daY.
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You must remember there were only a few homes atthis time. Close your eyes and try to imagine rolling
hil Js, occasiona'l homes surrounded by orchirds and openfields. Gal 1 inas creek (santa Margaiita creek) and trre
canals were much deeper and wider and the water r^ras crear
and inviting. Pete Peterson ran the bathhouse. l"lis home
was on the hill to the west of the island. 0n the otherside of the hill lived the schrnidt family (scrrmiat Lane).
Paul Schmidt hauled lqgs dourn f rom the rrit ts past 14ajeslii'sfarm (Ga1'l inas School). He made boats in an bta barn underthe eucalyptus tree beh ind the l,lari ncove pool . He I aunched
them into the salt water marsh by the island.

_ As you stand on the bridge today you see 2 large
palm trees on the shore to youi right. They stood a[ the
entrance to the boathouse-dance hal I . I t probab 1y extended
over the water and was popular with san Frincisco socialites
i n the 1920's "

Al I that i s remembered of 14cMahan 's dream are thestreet names: Nabry hlay (f or himsel f ), Adri an t.tay (f orh.tr lon), Vendola Drive (tris dream).- The builcH:ngi fromthe Pan-Pacif i c Exposition disappeared. The conciete r,ral ls
f.ggan to decay. As an ol d man Mabry Mclt!ahan woul d of ten
"hang out" at Twebdie's General Sto-re and tel I stories.

. Ruth and John Tweedie moved here in 1941 and bought'the store and gas station where the 7-IL Store is now.
Ruth rweedie remembers the clouds of mosquitoes that rose
from the marshl ands. (Most of the homes are on fir led land. )
4t first a popular stopping spot for families on a Sundaydrive' they soon gained fame. "If you can't find it anywhere
go to Tweedie's! " The store remained the same wi th its
rough board shelves until sold in 1968.
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Like everywhere else in 14arin, Santa Venetia changed
after World War II. Dair.ymen no'longer received shipments
of hay from the barges docked off t4eadow Drive. An
airport Was used as a flying schOol, local businesses
were establ ished, and tract honres were bu'i I t ' I'lany
f ami I ies moved i n. The area f rom l'!eado'rt to l'labry was the ..;iH
first to be developed by the Von Rotz Construction Cornpany' -11
A school was needed - first Santa Venetia Elementary jn
1951 and eventually Gallinas in 1962. 0ld homes and farms a

were sol d. Frui t trees t..e p1 owed under. The rural nature \'
di sappeared as more and more fami I ies moved i n.

In the 40's and 50"s the canal around the i sl and
was large enough and deep enough for large yachts to. come
and anc6or oveinight. ResiCents remember goats on !h.
i s'l and. The ownei woul d row over once a week wi th food
and water.

In 1963 the Bi l'l i ngs and Hutchi nson Gravel Company
bought Santa Margarita Iiland. They lvanted to develop it
and-fill in the ianal to build a solid road. Community
pressure made them gi ve up the idea. Later Mr. Rubi ni and
Hr. Fari na bo0gbt .:tIe i sl and wi th the 'i ntent of constructi ng

a pool and resiiurant. 0nce agai n the proi ect was..4.I.ated
by'the displeasure of the local residents. They djd bujld
tire first bridge on the island in 1970. After a heated
battle before tne Board of Supervisors their plan for 124
s i ngl e bedroom condomi ni ums was defeated.- The building of the bridge did mean that the'island
was accessd.ble to-the public. -Ancl wjth "John a. Public"
came destruction. The west side of the isl and burned in
July, !974. Water was pumped from the canal to put it out.
t^lh at you see there not't i s neu, g rowth .

0nce again community spirit grew in 1978 when local
residents foimed the cornmittbe to nsave Margarjta Isl and".
They saw the natural beauty trlabry l'lcMahan had seen and
shaied h'is dream. The.y saw a need for open-space ' a place
where adults and children could walk and enioy nature
undisturbed and refIect and make their ot{n dreams. And

so through neighbor's contributions, fund raisers and
contri buIi ons Fronr al I over 14ari n, and r^ri th county f unds ,

$350,000. was raised. The County of t'larjn now owns Santa
Margarita Island as "open space". That means it is lot to
be ihanged or devel oped i n any way. Thi s i sl and and i ts
canal s are preserved for everyone's en jo."vment.

So as you stroll along and peer under bushes and
identify various trees and grasses, think of the others
who Iived here - many, many years ago.
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