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Lairds Landing lies in a low, grassy val-
ley that slopes down to a pebble-strewn 
beach facing Tomales Bay. Derelict build-
ings and a ragged row of eucalyptus speak 
of the site’s peopled past.

Whether or not it is possible—or desir-
able—to preserve the enclave is a matter of 
debate. The buildings’ ranching and Miwok 
history positions them as a cultural and his-
toric resource within the Point Reyes Na-
tional Seashore (PRNS), which now owns 
the property, but changes wrought by later 

inhabitants have made that designation  
questionable.

“This is the last site on this side of the 
cove where Coast Miwok were still living 
in their historic place,” said West Marin 
historian Dewey Livingston. “I think 
that it is important enough, and unusual 
enough, to be preserved.”

Today, the road leading down to Lairds 
Landing is passable only by foot. Visitors 
descend through the scrubby grassland 
of the ridgetop into the valley. The first 
building that appears between pine and 
ceanothus trees is tall and narrow, const 

Lairds landing, a cove on the west shore of Tomales Bay, hosts a collection of dilapidated buildings. Two of 
these qualify for listing under the National Register of Historic Places. Photo by Jasper Sanidad.
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Nine days after fire ravaged the Bishop 
Pine Forest on Mount Vision in 1995, Jules 
Evens walked through the wooded rubble, 
roots still smoldering beneath the charred 
ground. His feet crunched on the soil’s 
crust, which had formed from the oil of in-
cinerated plants. Smoke filled the air. The 
skeleton of a fawn lay at the base of a tree 
stump. But nearby, he noticed a small shoot 
of green unfurling from the earth. A fern.

Evens was astonished, he wrote in his 
recently updated Natural History of the 
Point Reyes Peninsula: “Already, restoration 
had begun.” 

Evens’ book is an in-depth exploration 
of the flora, fauna, and geological makeup 
of Point Reyes and its environs. Now in its 
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A Medi-Cal reimbursement cut 
that took effect this month threatens 
to put the West Marin Pharmacy out  
of business.

The measure, which was signed by the 
governor in February and enacted July 1, 
cuts by ten percent the reimbursement 
health care providers receive when they 
treat Medi-Cal patients. 

“I am making up the difference (sev-
eral hundreds of dollars per day) from 
my own pocket,” owner Zsuzsanna Biran 
wrote to the Point Reyes Light last week. 
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>> Lairds
a Miwok family that lived at Lairds Landing for nearly a century was evicted in 1955 because they could not document ownership. Photo courtesy of Theresa Harlan. 

-ructed  of corrugated tin near the 
place where a barn once stood. It was built 
as a foundry and studio by artist Clayton 
Lewis, the site’s most recent inhabitant. A 
small house is attached. Both were built 
no earlier than the late 1960s, said Gordon 
White, PRNS chief of cultural resources.

A lightly used grassy trail leads down 
the dell, where three more buildings 
stand near the shore. The oldest is a sim-
ple, rustic boathouse of salvaged planks 
that stands 15 feet from the high tide 
line. Nearby to the west are a house and a 
guest cabin, both of which were also built 
around the turn of the century but later 
were modified by Lewis. Turrets, walls 
of windows and angular geometric addi-
tions jut from a formerly simple shed and 
small ranch house. 

For over 2,000 years, Coast Miwok 
have lived in this and other sheltered 
nooks along Point Reyes. People lived in 
permanent villages with seasonal, satellite 
campsites where they went to collect food 
and other resources, said Mark Rudo, an 
archaeologist with the National Park Ser-
vice. Point Reyes would have hosted sev-
eral of the main villages, and roughly 100 
of the seasonal hamlets. Houses were ei-

ther semi-underground, thatched-roofed 
huts or conical structures made from the 
stripped bark of redwood trees. 

Obsidian and chert were used to make 
hunting points, drills and scraping tools; 
boats and baskets were woven from natu-
ral fibers. Feathers and shell beads were 
used as jewelry and as basket adornments. 

“This was not a static culture,” Rudo 
said. “Changes in technology and social 
culture took place, in bead types or hunt-
ing technology or the way people were bur-
ied—for example, the transition from larger 
spears or darts to bows and arrows.”

As ranches, dairies and modern west-
ern culture became established in the 
area, Native American culture shifted 
more rapidly. Intermarriage between eth-
nic groups was common; Miwok families 
worked on ranches and built ranch-style 
homes such as those at Lairds Landing.

The oldest of the remaining buildings 
were constructed sometime between 
1850 and 1919. They were likely built Jo-
seph Felix, the son of Euphrasia, a Mi-
wok, and her Filipino husband Domingo 
who moved to the property in 1861. 

Theresa Harlan, Felix’s great-grand-
daughter, sat with me at a fish and chip 
shop in Petaluma last week, sipping man-
go iced tea and flipping through photo 
albums. Harlan is a gentle, trim woman 
with chin length dark hair and tortoise-
shell glasses. Her measured sentences re-
flect her first career in academia: for over 

20 years she curated collections of Native 
American art and wrote extensively on 
contemporary native photography. 

“I grew up hearing stories about the 
bay—incredible stories about what they 
did,” Harlan said. “My mother rowed 
across the bay all the time. They had to 
make sure they rowed evenly because in 
heavy fog, if one arm was stronger than 
the other, they would end up rowing in 
circles––and most of the family never 
learned to swim.”

Grainy images that began at the turn 
of the century transported us back to a 
way of life at a crossroads, as modernity 
was inching out onto Point Reyes. Rac-
ism, isolation and hard work—as well as 
a strong sense of community, generosity 
and fun—were all part of the times. 

Harlan’s Swiss Italian grandfather, Ar-
nold Campigli, worked as a carpenter and 
a jack-of-all trades on nearby ranches. Her 
Miwok mother, Bertha, worked as a cook 
on nearby ranches, according to a Tomales 
Bay Environmental History that is be-
ing developed by PRNS. Earnings were 
meager, so they worked the land as well: 
growing food, hunting, raising a few cows 
and fishing in the bay. Arnold appeared in 
one photo drawing a rustic plow behind 
four horses and in another standing near a 
wall covered with pelts. Bertha was often 
posed with cows or a dog. 

“What’s striking when you look at 
these photos is that they took pictures of 

the buildings and the boats, as well as of 
the people,” Harlan said. “It shows how 
important they were to them.” 

The juxtaposition between rural and 
contemporary themes is unselfconscious 
in the photos. In one image, Harlan’s 
mother is standing in a field near the 
boathouse in an elegant fur coat and a 
scarf reminiscent of Jackie Kennedy tied 
around her dark hair. In another, her aunt 
and uncle are clowning around while 
shucking abalone. In a third, Bertha and 
Arnold stand with two of their mom and 
uncle Frank in front of a new car that is 
parked near the shore. 

As Harlan flipped through the album 
she talked about the community that 
existed around the bay. Other members 
of the family lived in nearby coves and 
across the bay, and Lairds Landing be-
came the main gathering place after Ber-
tha’s sister Perfey’s house burned down. 
Two of Harlan’s uncles were in the mili-
tary service, and when on leave would 
bring other young men back to Lairds 
Landing (which the family simply called 
“home”). The family was open, taking 
in one drifter who became Perfey’s boy-
friend and stayed for years. 

In one photo a group is gathered 
around Bertha, who is holding an accor-
dion, and Harlan remembered her moth-
er’s stories of party-making. 
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a structure that was built around the turn of the century by Joseph Felix, a Coast Miwok, was later turned into an artist’s guest cabin. Photo by Jasper Sanidad.

There once was a large swimming pond on Highway 
One, a few miles south of Olema. Hundreds of people 
showed up to swim and sunbathe naked, and jump off the 
rope swing. I’m standing there now, except that the pond 
is empty, now just dried mud, and there are 30-foot-tall 
trees growing out of the center of the lake. I swam in the 
lake when I was 20. The trees in the center of the lake 
remind me that I’m 53.

The same goes for Lairds Landing, an isolated cove 
across Tomales Bay from Marshall.

The cove is just a few miles north of Tomales Bay State 
Park, off a dirt road that winds by a dairy ranch. When I 
first hiked down to the cove, past a mile of purple flow-
ers, there was a large building that looked like some sort 
of little factory, all wood, with high windows. A small 
horse pasture was in the back of the cove. Closer to the 
water was a cute little house with clean windows, locked 
doors, and further up the hill was an even smaller “hob-
bit” house.

I was apprehensive that I was trespassing and felt that 
at any minute someone might come rushing out and tell 
me to leave. But no one ever came. A small path led to the 
beach where there was a rope swing, sand, a moored boat 
and a spectacular view of the clear water and distant hills 
across the bay.

I’m standing now in the little valley that makes up 
the landing. The horse pasture is filled with bushes. The 

central area between the house and factory is a luxurious 
swamp with all sorts of interesting plants. All the high win-
dows in the factory have been broken out.

The windows and even the doors of the houses are 
missing. A riot of ivy and orange flowers cascades onto 
the tops and sides of the buildings. You can easily access 
the buildings through the missing doors and see bits and 
pieces of whatever tile work and wood work that vandals  
didn’t steal.

The view through the empty windows is spectacular, 
framing the swamp, eucalyptus trees, bushes and flowers. 
You can climb up a ladder of the hobbit house and sit cross-
legged in a tiny bedroom on the upper floor and commune 
with the ivy out the empty window.

The rope swing is still there on the beach. The view is 
still there. In fact the history is still there. A friend of mine 
told me she stole a bedspread from the little house when it 
still had furniture and was locked up. 

“Why?” I asked her.
“Because I was conceived under that bedspread,”  

she replied. 
It turns out that her parents had lived there. She’s 27 

now. And her dad is in his 70s. He is the person famous for 
inventing a special type of brick oven.

She told me that the little factory was just that: a pottery 
studio, where lots of pottery was turned out.

Lairds Landing
by Andy Shapiro

“They would go pick up this Mexican 
guy at one ranch who was a good guitar 
player and they would have big parties,” 
she said.  “The Vilicichs were also a big 
part of my moms community.”

Although there was a lot of crossover 
between the different ethnic communi-
ties living in West Marin at the time, it 
was still a hard place to be Native Ameri-
can, Harlan said.  

“You really couldn’t be lower than an 
Indian,” she said. “Some family members 
chose not to identify as native because 
they had mixed ancestry with Portuguese 
and Italian and others.”

Similarly, intermarriage between fam-
ilies also caused tension.  

“When my grandfather married my 
grandmother, his family disowned him 
because he married an Indian woman,” 
Harlan said. “My mother knew who her 
grandmother was, but didn’t know her.”

Some say it was racial prejudice that 
eventually ended the family’s time at 
Lairds Landing, when the white owners 
of K-Ranch evicted the family in 1955. 
Because they had no titles or tax receipts 
to support their claim to the property, the 
eviction was supported when it was chal-
lenged in a court of law.

In following years, the property was 
left abandoned and later inhabited by 
Lewis—a painter, sculptor and bohemian 
patriarch with a rich history of his own. 


