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THE SEA RANCH· 

DIMENSIONS OF 

EXPERIENCE 

The Sea Ranch is a unique example of landscape development, stretching 

for ten miles along the northern California coast. Geographic advantage 

and great natural beauty have been joined here with bold initial planning, 

place-related architecture, and a process of continuing nurture and evo­

lution. As a managed landscape it draws upon the talents and skills of 

its stewards: the staff of The Sea Ranch Association, which oversees its 

comprehensive maintenance and development; the individual owners who 

invest in its evolution; and the architects and contractors who build here. 

Together, bound by a legal covenant to care for the land, they have fash­

ioned an exceptional place. 

Located on the Sonoma coast, at the western edge of the North 

American continent, The Sea Ranch is a little over one hundred miles 

+ 

north of the San Francisco Bay Area and three hundred miles south of the 

California/Oregon border, sitting just south of the Gualala River, the border 

between Sonoma and Mendocino counties. Gualala, founded in 1858, is 

immediately north of the river. Once a lumbering community, it is now a busy 

commercial center. Neighboring The Sea Ranch to the south is Stewart's 

Point, with a store, farm, and one-time hotel for lumberers dating back to 

1868; to the east are a large area of rugged timber land, a small Pomo 

Indian reservation, and the hamlet of Annapolis, with a region-serving 

elementary school. Farther afield to the south, on a promontory on the 

ocean, is Fort Ross, a wooden complex built by Russians in 1812 and now 

a state park. It was the southernmost of their settlements along the north­

west coast of the continent. Highway 1 stretches through The Sea Ranch, 

a spectacularly scenic road that proceeds, with sometimes perilous windings, 

north and south along the California coast. 

The Sea Ranch community, founded in 1965, now consists of approxi­

mately 1,300 people who are in permanent residence (in 2013) and share 

ownership of 2,300 acres of common land with about 3,100 other members 

of The Sea Ranch Association. These own individual property within The 

Sea Ranch, visit with varying degrees of frequency, and in many cases share 

their houses with others through a rental program. At the beginning of 2013, 

there were approximately 1,790 houses, a lodge, several commonly held 

recreation and community buildings, and three commercial structures in the 

4,000-acre development, with some 400 house sites and an expansion of the 

lodge yet to be developed. 

Geologically, the locale lies along the western edge of the San Andreas 

Fault, an area uplifted by the collision of the Pacific and North American 

plates. The Sea Ranch boundaries reach to the top of Miller Ridge and 

nearly all of its land lies on the western face of that ridge. The experience of 

being here is thus dominated by the fall of the land toward the sea as well 

as by the constant call of the ocean. The slope of the land is often precipi­

tous in the forests, whereas it is more gentle, undulating but inexorable, in 

the meadows of the coastal shelf west of Highway 1. Either way the slope 

leads to the sea, just as certainly as the eye is constantly drawn toward the 

shimmering horizon. 

The joining of land and sea along the bluffs results in a rich and complex 

landscape of rocks, beaches, and endlessly varied cliffs. Numerous coves, 

each distinct, provide homes to the abundant wildlife above and below the 

surface. The shapes and colors of the rocks, which are littered with moss, 

lichen, or bird droppings; the strings of kelp that thread through the surf and 

lodge on the land; and the patterns of bird flight above, all combine to 

produce an astounding intric;:acy of texture, color, and movement. The 

coves and promontories give a structure to the land that can be named and 

remembered. Many of them are distinctly memorable, as their names, such 

as Black Point, Pebble Beach, Smuggler's Cove, Walk-on Beach, and Del 

Mar Point, suggest. Hiking trails run for nearly ten miles through land held in 

common along this ocean edge, with various points of access to the rocks 

and sand below. 

The Sea Ranch is more than an encounter with the sea, however. Above 

the cliffs, trails lead across wide, open meadows, punctuated by cypress 

hedgerows, and up into the forests. Here a completely different ecology pre­

vails among steep slopes and twisting ravines, with towering redwoods, fir, 

and pine; twisting red manzanita and white-barked pin oak; rhododendrons; 

wild azaleas; and ubiquitous pine needles and ferns, all cast in the shade 

except when highlighted b"y shifting pinholes of sun and occasional clear­

ings. Finally, over the ridge and down by the side of the Gualala River lies 

the Hot Spot, a clearing along the forested shore that used to be a beloved 

picnicking spot, where children could swim in the shallow river immune from 

the surging tides and bitter cold of the ocean. 

Interlaced through this landscape are clusters and strings of buildings 

that edge the meadows, recede into the forests, and occasionally stand out 

along the bluffs. Their weathered and grayed wood-surfaced walls and their 
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