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“I didn’t know Mill Valley had a Black history.” It’s a comment several board members
and I have heard from friends and family as the Historical Society prepared this year’s
Review. In a small, predominantly white town like Mill Valley, that comment is not
surprising, and in fact it is exactly why we chose to focus this year’s magazine on the
local history of racial diversity and a decades-long—still ongoing—debate about
local equity and inclusion.
The carefully researched articles, life stories, anecdotes, overviews, and fragments
of information in this issue form an illuminating but unavoidably incomplete picture
limited by available documentation and prior history work. Rather than attempting
to present broad-sweeping conclusions and opinions, the magazine instead presents
information and evidence to the extent they are available, and focuses on the lives of
people of color who came to Mill Valley throughout the 20th century. We hope that
our readers, many of whom have lived in Mill Valley for decades, will find it informative to relate the magazine’s substance to their own life experiences.
Some of these articles raise uncomfortable subjects and difficult truths, especially
at a time when the national discourse on race relations is under intense scrutiny.
Without this magazine, the stories and information herein might not otherwise come
to light. We hope that this issue will stir debate, empathy, and understanding, and
contribute valuable historical context for local policy makers and the broader
community in ongoing efforts to bring about greater justice and equity.
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This Review, my 10th as editor, is unusual. Only once before, with our Mill Valley
Film Festival issue of 2017, did we devote most of an entire magazine to a single
theme. This Review has also undergone more scrutiny than any other and reflects
some suggestions from members of the Mill Valley Historical Society Board as well
as the advice and support of eminent journalists.
Our theme is diversity: how racial diversity was slow to come to Mill Valley, how
it was blocked, and how efforts to fight racism were mounted. As Mill Valley awakens
to its past and acknowledges how men, women, and children have been deprived of
inclusion because of their skin color, we also acknowledge that some in this
community worked hard for social justice. We look at how racism affects individuals
and we are inspired by those who championed inclusion.		
Despite Mill Valley’s small Black, Latino and Asian populations, we are today a
more multiethnic community than ever before, and our growing awareness of the
work that needs to be done provides hope for a truly inclusive community in the
future. Mill Valley is having a conversation about race, and that in itself is a positive
action. J.C. Farr, Tamalpais High School’s African American principal, attests in the
final pages of this issue that we must engage in uncomfortable dialogue before we can
truly bridge the racial divide. I am proud that Review is a participant in that dialogue.
Abby Wasserman
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William Patterson
Tamalpais High School’s First Black Graduate

William Lorenzo Patterson was born in San Francisco on August 27,
1891, the son of Mary Galt, a freed slave, and James Edward Patterson,
a missionary who hailed from Kingston, St. Vincent, British West
Indies. After years in San Francisco and Oakland, William moved with
his mother to Sausalito, where she was employed as a live-in cook
for Mrs. Georgia Martin. William entered Mt. Tamalpais High School
in 1908, the year it opened.
In his autobiography, The Man Who Cried Genocide, Patterson
describes the idyllic setting. “The school sat in the valley at the foot
of Mt. Tamalpais, in the midst of unsurpassed natural beauty. The
climate was ideal and the environment was conducive to educational
achievement. This is where I was introduced to progressive thinking
through my contact with two members of the staff who were my
close friends for many years.”
One staff member was the school’s English and commercial
studies teacher, Elizabeth Keyser, for whom the high school’s Keyser
Hall is named. Regularly encountering prejudice on the athletic
field, Patterson was able to unburden himself to this teacher. “Her
sympathy and solicitude buoyed up my morale in the face of the
hostility of small groups of white boys,” he writes. “But while she
could console me, she herself was completely unaware of the social
source of racist behavior or how to fight it.”
Patterson’s other ally was the head of the manual training department “who seemed to recognize my sensitivity and often talked
to me about a form of society in which skin color would play no
part.” This teacher gave the young man a copy of Karl Marx’s Capital,
which Patterson found “quite incomprehensible” and put aside until
later in his life.
In 1910, as a junior, Patterson created the single-page Tamalpais
Daily, the high school’s first student newspaper. He graduated in 1911
at the age of 20. Under his yearbook portrait he wrote his ambition:
“To be a second Booker T. Washington.” There would not be another
Black graduate of the high school until 1945.
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Following graduation, Patterson worked as a laborer in railroad
dining cars and on boats on the Pacific coast. He saved up enough
money to enter the University of California, Berkeley, but was
expelled during the years of World War I due to his refusal to
participate in compulsory military training. He entered the Hastings
College of Law, from which he graduated in 1919, but failed the
California State Bar Examination.
After an unsuccessful attempt to emigrate to Liberia, Patterson
settled in New York, where he worked as a longshoreman until he
found employment as a clerk in a law office. He studied for the New
York State Bar Examination and passed in 1924. During this time he
married his first wife, Minnie Summer, and made numerous personal
acquaintances associated with the booming Harlem Renaissance.
Among Patterson’s New York friends was political activist Richard
B. Moore. Patterson joined the Workers Party and became head
of the International Labor Defense, a communist legal advocacy
organization. On August 22, 1927, he was arrested for protesting the
impending execution of anarchists Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo
Vanzetti.
Patterson was active in the Civil Rights Congress, a group that
offered legal representation to communists, trade unionists, and
African Americans in cases involving issues of political or racial
persecution. His second marriage, to Louise Thompson, took
place in 1940. A writer, she had a long association with the poet
Langston Hughes, with whom she collaborated on a proposal for a
documentary about Harlem culture.
In 1951 Patterson presented the document We Charge Genocide
to the United Nations, charging the United States federal government
with complicity in genocide for failing to pass legislation or to
prosecute persons responsible for lynching in the United States;
most of the victims were Black men. In the 1960s Patterson
defended Angela Davis and leaders of the Black Panther Party.
William L. Patterson died on March 5, 1980, at Union Hospital in
the Bronx following a prolonged illness. He was 88 years old at the
time of his death. His papers are housed at Howard University.
Compiled from the African American Registry and Chuck Oldenburg’s Mill
Valley History Vignettes, with contributions from Natalie Snoyman.
Above: Tamalpais High
School Sports Team, 1910.
Principal E.E. Wood is
next to William Patterson
in the top row.
Left: Tamalpais High
School Faculty, 1916.
Pictured five years after
William Patterson’s
graduation are his
supporters Miss Keyser,
top right in white blouse,
and Mr. Scott, bottom left
in cap.
Both photos courtesy of
the Lucretia Little History
Room, Mill Valley Public
Library.

First Person:
Excerpts from Recent
Oral Histories

Between July 2020 and March 2021, Review
Editor Abby Wasserman conducted 24
interviews with past and present students
and related others on the theme of race
relations at Tamalpais High School through
eight decades. The project, cosponsored
by the Mill Valley Historical Society and the
Lucretia Little History Room, will continue
throughout 2021. The complete interview
transcripts are slated to become part of the
Lucretia Little History Room Oral History
Collection, Mill Valley Public Library, and will
be available to the public.

Above: Postcard photographic reproduction of an aerial
view of Tamalpais Union High School circa 1923.
Courtesy of the Lucretia Little History Room, Mill Valley
Public Library.

Wyna J. Barron, Class of 1952
Wyna J. Barron, EdD, is a retired educator, community activist, and
independent notary public.

My parents were very much into
making sure as we were growing
up that we knew the value of education. They were adamant that I
knew about my African American
heritage, and they had books that
were by and about Black people, like
Langston Hughes and other Black
poets, writers, and artists, because
we weren’t getting any of that in the
schools. They wanted us to be very
Wyna Barron, 1952.
aware of how many contributions
had been made to the development
of this country by African American people. They wanted us to
build pride, self-awareness, self-esteem, so that we would be able
to do and be anything we wanted.
To get into college, the U.C. system required classes like algebra and biology and science, and the different math classes. And
so, the Black kids from Marin City were tracked into the Y classes
that were not the college-bound classes. I was in a history class,
and the teacher, Mr. [Jack] Batt, looked at me and he said, “Why
are you in this class?” And I said, “This is the class that they put
me in.” He said, “You don’t belong in here. You belong in the
college-bound class.” He notified my counselor, I’ll never forget
this, and she got in touch with my parents and my mother went
5

up to the school and told her that she expected her child to be in
the classes that were the college-bound classes, and the counselor
immediately changed all my classes and put me into the other
track of classes.
I was in the Honor Society and in my junior and senior years
in the California Scholarship Federation. In my junior year, I was
invited to join Pi Alpha Tau; it was more or less like a college
Greek Club and you had to be voted into it. And then I joined
other clubs. Well, I was into music, so I was in the orchestra,
playing piano and timpani.
I knew I was intelligent. My parents had told me all my life,
“Don’t let anybody tell you you’re not smart, because you are.” I
was very active in high school so I was pretty much accepted
among my contemporaries in participating in all the activities in
which I was involved. The only problem with that is that systematic
racism did exist, and on more than one occasion one of the most
insulting things said to me as a Black person was that I was
accepted because “you are different from the other Black folks.”
The committee that planned our senior activities initially
wanted to have Senior Picnic at the Marin Town and Country Club
in Fairfax. When they were told that the Black members of the class
weren’t allowed at the facility and would not be welcome there, the
committee immediately changed the site for the picnic to Stinson
Beach. This is a positive outcome of the students doing the planning, that this wouldn’t be acceptable. Interviewed July 14, 2020

Francis Anthony (Tony) Robichaud, Class of 1956
Tony Robichaud lived most of his youth in Mill Valley. He worked 12
years in southern and northern California as an addiction counselor
and led hundreds of Vision Quests. An enrolled member of the
We’Kopekwike band of Mi’kmaq tribe, he crafts traditional Native
American drums.

My parents started me at Marin
Catholic High, but I think I was a
terrible student. I was boisterous and
disruptive, and they just couldn’t
handle me. So they kicked me out.
But I think I partly engineered that
so that I could go to Tam, where all
the big guys went. All the guys that I
thought were pretty hip, slick, and
cool, they were at Tam. So I had to
get to Tam to make my mark, and I
think I did, too.
Tony Robichaud, 1956.
Oh, man, it was great. Hell, I was
hip, slick, and cool. I had a slick car, I had a really bad rep that I
loved a lot, and my friends loved the fact that I had a bad rep, you
know. It was hot. I hung out at the Canteen, just off campus. Of
course the Black kids went inside to dance, and we stood outside
and just walked around and looked cool, you know.
Within the high school you were friendly but you didn’t hang
out, that was all. There wasn’t any overt racism. There were a few
guys that were pretty obnoxious, really outspoken on racial
issues, but nobody paid a lot of attention to ’em.
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In my senior year there was a bunch of us down at the
Canteen, and we were signing Pais. And somebody came over and
popped my yearbook up into the air, and I turned around and
took a swing at the guy that did it. It was a Black kid just horsing
around. Anyway, it just exploded, and we’re really a Donnybrook
going on there for a little bit, until Mr. [John] George and Mr.
[Ray] Bell showed up. We all told ourselves that it was just a
punch-out. But it wasn’t, that’s the way I see it now. It was white
kids versus Black kids.
I think we graduated almost 200 people in our senior class,
and we had 22 Blacks in that graduating class. And our classmate
Larry Davis was probably one of the first Black student body
presidents of a predominantly white school anywhere in the
country. It just seemed totally natural. He was a bright guy, he
was high-spirited, I would say. He had a bubbling nature about
him. He was just fun to be around. Interviewed July 18, 2020

Evelyn Thomas, Class of 1956
A professional hair stylist, Evelyn Thomas owned a popular salon in
Tam Valley for many years.

I liked to brag on Tam. I was so
fascinated with the high school
itself, the inside and out. I was
proud that someone of my
nationality, Larry Davis, was our
student body president. I was proud
to be a person who made the honor
roll in the 11th grade. I wanted to
be a Flower Girl—we made the
arches for the graduates to march
through—and you had to be on the
Evelyn Thomas, 1956.
honor roll to be a Flower Girl. I
mastered it with flying colors.
I simply adored the football games. The team practiced at the
Tam field but the games were always at the College of Marin. It
was a proud moment to sit among people, and there was no
Black-white-Black-white, just people.
I remember my Senior Ball. We double-dated with our best
friends. It was the first time I stayed up all night. After the dance
we went to the Black Hawk in San Francisco, my first time at a
nightclub, and when it closed at 2 a.m. we ended up out at the
beach sitting on the sand in our formals, talking and looking at
the water. The next morning we changed clothes and showed up
for Senior Breakfast at a restaurant in San Rafael, and then picked
up our robes. Sunday was graduation. All of that in one weekend!
I may have gotten one or two awards, little plaques from Girls
Athletic Association and a couple of honors, but the special honor
was to be a graduate. The men wore black caps and gowns and we
girls wore white gowns and carried a bouquet of red roses in our
arms. It was such a beautiful atmosphere and people came from
near and far.
I learned in my choir and girls’ glee classes with Mr. [Robert]
Greenwood to appreciate every kind of music. I always think of
songs in relation to times in my life. One of the songs that we

1956 Tam High track
team. Pai yearbook photo.
Courtesy of the Lucretia
Little History Room, Mill
Valley Public Library.

enjoyed, “Graduation Day” by The Four Freshmen, came out in
1956 for our graduation year. And one of the songs sung at graduation was “Everything Must Change.”
Down through the years I noticed changes that made me sad:
It started with paper gowns, graduates marched barefoot. They
wrote on their gowns, they autographed them. Then they started
having graduations inside the new gym. I can’t imagine it being as
beautiful as it had been in Mead Theatre. I wouldn’t take a pretty
penny for the experience I had at Tam. Interviewed March 22, 2021

Willie Hector, Class of 1957
After a stint playing pro football, Willie Hector taught physical
education and coached at Tam, then joined the faculty at City
College of San Francisco, where he taught for 41 years.

Education was really important
to my mother and father. It was
like, “You’re going to go all the
way through college, you’re going
to get a college degree.” So I was a
senior at Tam and my father looked
at me and he said, “Okay, you’re a
pretty good football player. These
people want to pay you to go and
finish your career in football and
whatever, but I don’t want you
wasting your time. I want you to
Willie Hector, 1957.
figure out what you want to do,
because while you’re in school,
you’re not just going to get an education. I want you to figure out
what you’re going to do with that education.”
My father worked in Marin, so I used to get to school early. My
math and English teachers would meet with me to help me get
up to snuff so I wouldn’t get behind in my classes. I got an awful
lot of help from the teachers at Tam. They would come to school
early just to tutor me.
Going back to what my father was telling me, I said, “Dad,

I like my teachers so much. I figured it out, I’m gonna be a
teacher.” And he says, “Well, that’s pretty interesting.” He said,
“How many Black teachers have you had?” I said, “None.” He
said, “How many Black coaches have you had?” I said, “None.”
He said, “Well, just make sure you get all of the information and
make sure that you get all of the education that you need, because
you’re going to be the first and maybe the only Black instructor at
the school or coaching in the profession.”
And so I thought about that, and all the way through school I
always made sure that when I applied for the job at Tam I had not
only a teaching credential, but I had a master’s degree and I was
well prepared. And it helped a lot that I had played professional
football also.
You know, Mill Valley must have been pretty liberal at that
time because I don’t remember having any kind of racial problems.
I don’t know whether it was because I was an athlete, or my
upbringing, but we learned a lot how to mix and assimilate into
different places. Interviewed March 2, 2021

Suzanne Hanchett, Class of 1958
Anthropologist Suzanne Hanchett, PhD, was born in Salinas and
raised in San Francisco, Larkspur, and Mill Valley, where she moved
in 1955.

Mine was a unique upbringing. My parents were Communists, but
quiet about it. San Francisco was a very interracial community,
with a lot of picnics, bazaars, centered on the People’s World newspaper. Paul Robeson was there and Pete Seeger. Lots of singing
and camaraderie.
My parents’ friends were political people, busy trying to
change the world. I’m very proud of them. I learned about race
relations from them. When I was about eight we fronted for a
Black family buying a house in San Francisco—we went in and
playacted as if we were that family. I was so proud of that. The
sale went through and all the paperwork was done—there was
nothing anyone could do about it.
continued on page 25
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Eight
Decades
OF RaCIaL
Justice
Work In
Southern
marin

BY NATALIE SNOYMAN

S

ince the 1940s, when Marin County’s dominantly white
racial makeup shifted to encompass African Americans from
the South and Midwest, the county has been the focus of
conversations surrounding racial equity or the lack thereof. With
its racially integrated high school and a core of socially and
politically progressive activists, and a substantial population of
conservatives with a stake in keeping people of color out of the
community, Mill Valley has found itself at the center of many of
these conversations. Throughout the decades, despite a history of
discriminatory practices, efforts have been made to address racism
in Mill Valley. City council members have made moves to introduce
anti-hate groups and Mill Valley residents have formed social
justice groups, some of which have been active for many years.
Shifting the lens to the last decade or so, the events of the summer
of 2020 are arguably the most significant in recent memory.
That year, social justice took center stage and activism took
on a larger role in the lives of many Americans. After the murders
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of George Floyd and Ahmaud Arbery, and the killings of countless other Black Americans, large-scale initiatives addressing
institutional racism and police tactics were at the forefront. This
broader cultural movement has rippled through Mill Valley, with
many residents coming out in support of racial justice, using
public demonstrations, social media, and signs posted throughout
Mill Valley as tools.
In mid-June 2020, on the heels of demands from Mill Valley
residents to address a history of systemic racism in the city, the
Mill Valley City Council approved an immediate action plan to
establish a Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) Task Force to
review and develop additional actions, investigate best practices,
and make specific recommendations to the council for next steps.
After a review process and selection of a paid facilitator, the city’s
DEI Task Force was officially formed in early October. The group,
co-chaired by Naima Dean and Elspeth Mathau, was composed
of 22 Mill Valley volunteers who formed subcommittees focusing

CORE picketers outside Ted Gibson Realtor, 1964. Photo by Philip J. Planert.
Courtesy of the Lucretia Little History Room, Mill Valley Public Library.

on specific areas including affordable housing, education, the
police department, community services, and economic and civic
advancement. In city council meetings, the public and council
members alike overwhelmingly agreed that the implementation
of a DEI task force was long overdue. Digging into the city’s
history, however, it becomes evident that the task force was not
the first time that Southern Marin residents grouped together to
confront racism and forge a path toward equity.

I

n early October 1942, photographs of the bodies of two
Mississippi 14-year-olds, Charlie Lang and Ernest Green, ran
in newspapers throughout the United States. Charlie and
Ernest, who were Black, had been lynched by a mob of white
men after they were ripped from Quitman Jail, where they were
held for allegedly assaulting a young white girl whom they both
knew. The photographs sparked outrage across the country,
including in Mill Valley. Two months following the murder of

the boys, Lucy McWilliams of San Francisco, secretary of the
Bay Area Council Against Discrimination, was invited to address
the Mill Valley Forum, a popular local lecture series. In her talk,
McWilliams spoke of the lynching in the South in light of growing
racial discrimination in jobs and housing in Marin County. “It
is hard to talk of being all out for the war effort, democracy, the
American way of life, in face of these tragic stories of inability
to get work and places to live. Platitudes without action are like
saying Liberty and Justice for all, except the colored people,” she
told the Mill Valley Forum. Specifically, she addressed the more
than 127 written complaints her group had received from Black
workers who found themselves denied the opportunity to join
labor unions.
The Council Against Discrimination, initially formed as a
temporary committee of Bay Area representatives from labor,
industry, courts, colleges, and churches, was organized in 1942 to
study reports of racial discrimination in the area; its goal was to

9

Marinship welders (from left)
Mamie Ray Thompson, Ethel
Davidson, Ann Hudson, Mabel
Hilbert. The caption reads, “Few
workers are more enthusiastic
about their work than these
women welders on the outfitting
dock.” From “Negro Workers
at Marinship,” the August 21,
1943, issue of the Marin-er,
a publication for Marinship
workers. Courtesy of the Anne
T. Kent California Room, Marin
County Free Library.

“combat discrimination because of race, creed, color, or national
origin.”
With military production ramping up in the early 1940s,
thousands of African Americans relocated to the West Coast to
work in the defense industry. The impetus for this movement
was twofold: to seek improved economic opportunities and to
flee legalized racial segregation in the South. During the period
of 1940–1945, an estimated 40,000 African Americans came to
the Bay Area, 70% of whom worked at shipyards in Richmond
and Sausalito (Marinship). By 1943, Marin City, created to house
the Marinship workers, had a population of 5,500, with African
Americans comprising 10% of that total. As Southern Marin’s
population became increasingly racially diverse, tensions accelerated. This is when the first community groups formed in the Bay
Area to address racial inequality, with an initial focus on employment and housing.
The Bay Area Council Against Discrimination operated on the
West Coast throughout the 1940s, handling over 3,000 cases and
settling 50% of them. The end of the decade saw Gordon Lynn
Foster, pastor of the Mill Valley Community Church, leading the
formation of a new coalition, the Marin County Council for Civic
Unity, which outlined its mission as follows: “To achieve equal
rights and opportunities for all persons without regard to race,
color, or religion; to educate against prejudice; to legislate against
discrimination; to take concrete action against discrimination
in housing, employment and places of public accommodation
or amusement.” Other chapters of the Council for Civic Unity
had formed across the United States in the late ’40s, with Marin
following in the steps of other Northern California communities
including San Francisco, Redwood City, and San Mateo.
The Marin County Council for Civic Unity held its first meeting on October 19, 1949. In August 1950, members voted to launch
a countywide survey to determine the extent of discrimination in
public places and in employment. In the first of many abandoned
attempts over the next decades, the survey was never conducted. It is unclear why, although we can venture to guess. At one
of the earliest meetings of the council, Richard W. Deterring of
10
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San Francisco, executive director of the California Federation for
Civic Unity, suggested that an ambitious survey like the one the
group proposed would require a great deal of organization and
support, and perhaps there was a lack of resources and personnel.
He advised that the group could obtain better results through
a county organization versus a local Marin City group because
the problems were “countywide and [could] be solved only by
countywide action.”
The council stopped meeting for a year only to reorganize in
April 1952. Seven months later, the Mill Valley Record published an
article alleging that the group was initiating an “all-out campaign
of mass invitations of non-Caucasians to live in Marin.” Mill
Valley optometrist and council president Dr. John W. Hoag wrote
a cautious corrective to how the paper had framed their work:
“The Council for Civic Unity tries by many means to achieve
equal opportunity for all men. However, we have never planned
any mass invitation of non-Caucasians to live in Marin, as your
[article] declared. What we are trying to do is to give any person,
regardless of his race, creed, or color, the opportunity to purchase
the home of his choice according to his economic ability.” Hoag’s
response demonstrates a hyperawareness of how phrases like “allout campaign” and “mass invitations of non-Caucasians” could
trigger alarm, with his words providing insight into local attitudes
about integration and integrated housing.
In reality, the few Black and racially blended families who were
able to purchase homes in Mill Valley did so with difficulty and
outside conventional channels. In California, the passage of the
Rumford Act in 1963 strengthened nondiscrimination in housing,
but real estate companies, lending institutions, and title companies
widely remained obdurate. In 1963 and 1964 the Marin Chapter
of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) took direct action,
organizing protests against two realty companies in Mill Valley
in response to reports of racial discrimination: Walburn Realty at
90 East Blithedale Avenue and Ted Gibson Realtor at 328 Miller
Avenue. The Marin County Real Estate Board refused to take a
stand in support of the Rumford Act. In response, Douglas Quiett,
Marin County CORE founder and chairman, who was a Marin

City native and Tamalpais High School graduate, stated that the
board’s stance legitimized CORE’s organization of protests at the
realty firms. “The board won’t announce its ‘official’ position on
the initiative and yet it will make petitions [for repeal] available
at its office. This simply means that many real estate brokers in
this county don’t want a fair housing law,” he stated.
The first picket lines formed on November 16, 1963, supporting
first-person allegations that Mat Walburn had shown homes in a
lower price range to white clients but told two Black women that
nothing in such a price range was available. Loren Bock, CORE’s
housing committee chairman, negotiated with Walburn’s attorney, Julius H. Selinger. After seven weeks of protests in front of
their building, Douglas Quiett announced that four of the five
proposals to Walburn Realty had been met, one of which was
to place a sign in their window advertising the firm as a “fair
housing realtor.” Selinger, Walburn’s attorney, initially had said
such a sign would “trespass on [Walburn’s] constitutional rights.”
Quiett called the agreement the first “definite result of CORE’s
protest of discrimination in housing.”
As the protests were taking place at Walburn Realty, CORE
learned that a Black family had contacted Ted Gibson Realtor
about a home he was advertising for sale in the newspaper. The
family was told the home had sold and that no others were available in the same price class only to find out that Gibson showed
a white couple the first home and several others in that price
range. After three failed negotiation sessions between CORE and
Gibson’s attorney, Albert Bianchi, protests began in January 1964
and lasted for eight weeks. CORE’s demands were that Gibson
display a fair housing sign in his window, that he advertise as a
fair housing real estate broker, and that he make a general statement that he would no longer discriminate on the basis of race.
Gibson’s lawyer balked against the sign, likening the demand to
a merchant being required to place a sign in a window saying “I
am not a Communist.” The Daily Independent Journal reported on
April 13, 1964, that CORE would withdraw their pickets pending
“intensive negotiations” between CORE and Bianchi. While local
papers ceased reporting on the protests following the mid-April
article, pickets did not start up again so it is possible that Gibson,
like Walburn, acquiesced to at least some of CORE’s demands.
Marin County Council for Civic
Unity President Dr. John W.
Hoag of Mill Valley, early 1950s.
Advocates for nondiscriminatory
housing, the council held its first
meeting on October 19, 1949.
Courtesy of Elizabeth Cleaveland.

W

ith the civil rights movement gaining momentum across
America in the early 1960s, a number of new groups
formed in Southern Marin to address racial injustice on a
local level. The year 1963 was especially active, but perhaps the
surge was a reaction to the sentiments of the nation as a whole—
what President John F. Kennedy described as “a rising tide of discontent” in which he called on Congress to pass new civil rights
legislation, urging the country to embrace civil rights as “a moral
issue...in our daily lives.” Marin County residents heeded the
president’s call by becoming increasingly active in the community with a focus on racial equality. The efforts were enthusiastic
but maybe too diffuse, as San Rafael attorney Hadden W. Roth
observed, commenting that there may be “too many committees
being formed to work effectively.”
Perhaps as a response to Roth’s comments, 34 Marin County
residents attended a meeting to discuss the situation on June
19, 1963—the same day President Kennedy submitted his civil
rights bill to Congress. Representatives from several local civil
rights groups were in attendance, including the Protestant
Interracial Fellowship; the Catholic Interracial Council; the Marin
Committee for Fair Play in Housing; San Rafael’s Rodef Sholom;
CORE; and the Mill Valley Democratic Central Committee, which
had formed a civil rights platform earlier that year following
its successful series of lectures and discussions on race. Those
present recommended a single, ongoing council on human
rights in Marin to address race relations. The Mill Valley Record
reported that the immediate focus of the new coalition, the Marin
Coordinating Council on Human Rights, would be housing, jobs,
and education, as well as the need for community education on
what they called “the true status of human rights in Marin.”
Soon thereafter, they met to vote on whether the further
coordination of groups working for racial equality should be
implemented through the already existing Fair Play in Housing
Committee. At the meeting, Mill Valleyan and County Supervisor
Peter Behr advised that action should be taken to form a singular
countywide organization that would be strong enough to be
effective in advocating for civil rights efforts throughout the
county. The vote was 14–4 in favor of asking the committee to
expand the scope of its work to encompass all areas of interracial
justice, not just housing. To that end, three words were dropped
from the name to become the Committee for Fair Play. The group
voted to offer its new office space in San Rafael to all human
rights groups in the county. Along with CORE, the Committee for
Fair Play became one of the most active local groups addressing
racism over the next couple of years.

T

he Marin chapter of CORE had been established by Douglas
Quiett in 1963. In an interview that year with the Daily
Independent Journal, he provided some insight into the group’s
mission, relating that the group hadn’t found “blatant discrimination” in the county, but only a less conspicuous form: “The subtle
form of discrimination is more damaging to the individual. With
blatant discrimination you know what you are up against. You
can expect it.” Quiett outlined the overarching goals of the CORE
group: to focus on direct action to address those subtle forms
11

CORE Marin Chapter
Founder Douglas Quiett
in 1966, when he was
interviewed by KPIX-TV
in his capacity as interim
director of the Community
Action Committee. From
the Bay Area Television
Archive.

of discrimination and improve the lives of Black individuals and
families in the county.
For some, even CORE’s moderate approach challenged the pace
of things. Maxwell Hull, a white English teacher at Tam High and
chairman of the Committee for Fair Play, acknowledged that the
committee he led had become more conservative in its approach
since its founding in 1960. Hull recognized 1963 as a pivotal year for
the group. In an interview that year he reflected on the uncertainty
of his committee’s trajectory, remarking, “It could remain a
fashionable group to join, or it could become controversial.” That
either-or comment—either “fashionable” or “controversial”—
suggests the very fine line social justice groups had to walk.
The stage was set in the early 1960s for fighting racial
injustice in Marin County: CORE took more direct action and
the Committee for Fair Play and other groups struggled to find
their voice. Local papers reported on CORE’s activities and
successes, but they also published articles that provided deeper
insight into some of the bureaucratic hurdles the group faced. In
January 1964, for example, the Daily Independent Journal reported
that numerous churches in the area had guaranteed to support
CORE’s organizational efforts, but when the group asked to
borrow a mimeograph machine for a few hours a month, church
after church denied CORE members the use of their offices. By
and large, groups did not have the resources to support basic
administrative work and they also lacked county support. This
was why office spaces such as the one offered by the Committee
for Fair Play were significant. In 1963, no human rights group
in Marin County had the meaningful support of the local
government, but this would soon change.
In December of that year James Quiett, Douglas’ father and a
civil rights leader in his own right, sent a letter to the Marin County
Board of Supervisors proposing the formation of the Marin
County Human Rights Commission. Since Quiett, Dr. Daniel
Collins of Mill Valley, local professor Dr. Theodore Gill, and Rabbi
Morton Hoffman of Rodef Sholom had already been serving as an
ad hoc commission, it was recommended they continue. Their
purpose, James Quiett wrote, would be “to mobilize the leadership of the county in a small, effective group, with the goal of
12
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seeing that every individual has an opportunity to develop to the
full limit of his abilities.” While these goals echo those of other
human rights groups that had formed in Marin, the Human Rights
Commission would have an important addition: county funding.
Quiett’s proposal was met with some hesitancy. Harry C. Scott
Jr., mayor of Ross, was reluctant, asking, “Do we have a responsibility in this? What are we jumping into?” before concluding he
would rather wait before committing his town to the commission.
In an editorial the Daily Independent Journal countered, “This is
no time to wait.” With Ross and Larkspur opting out, the new
Marin County Human Rights Commission was approved, and
James Quiett was elected chairman in 1964. By 1966, however, the
commission’s membership was dwindling, compelling the group
to reorganize that summer. In May, Quiett was again elected
chairman and in June the Board of Supervisors approved a
$26,017 budget for the commission, which was quickly upped to
$54,000—a major success.
Despite reorganizing and having a proper budget, the commission had personnel setbacks, seeing five different directors come
and go between 1965 and 1970. Austin Thompson had the longest
tenure at that point, two-and-a-half years. Under his direction
the group received a $57,000 grant to launch a police-community relations program that would address training and support
education for local police departments. He also worked with
leading businessmen in the county to set up small businesses
for nonwhite Marinites, providing loans and technical advice. In
June 1970, however, the commission was dealt a major blow when
the Board of Supervisors cut its budget from $54,000 to $35,000.
Supervisor Peter R. Arrigoni Jr. expressed impatience at a meeting, demanding to know the priorities of the commission and why
it hadn’t produced more results. Quiett had a measured response:
“There is no set routine in human rights. What works in one area
may not work in another.” Thompson resigned over the budget
cut and Donald C. Moody took his place, but by December the
entire staff had resigned. Moody called working conditions “impossible” and asked for a grand jury investigation into the office’s
activities, charging interference by one of the commissioners and
by county officials. On the commission’s upheaval and Moody’s
complaints of interference, Quiett remarked, “We’ve lost too
many directors. I feel there’s something going on inside, some
internal problems, causing us to lose these people. I think there’s
something wrong in the county function we have to correct.”
Tensions continued within the county group throughout the
1970s. In July 1971, Gerald Hood replaced Moody as director of
the commission, but he stepped down in 1973 after his election to
the Mill Valley City Council. The final months of Hood’s tenure
reveal a familiar pattern: budget cuts and pushback from county
supervisors. On March 24, 1973, local papers reported that the
Marin County Human Rights Commission proposed a departmental budget of $100,000 for the 1973–1974 fiscal year. Less than
one week later, the department was blue penciled from the county
administrator’s proposed “austerity budget.” County Administrator
John F. Barrows reported that the recommendation to cut the
department was based on what he considered a lack of need in
Marin, referring to the group as a “nonessential service.”

G

enerally, the specific work accomplished by groups mentioned in this article has not been widely documented. There
is a crucial gap in this history that leaves a multitude of
questions about what became of the efforts of so many dedicated
groups and individuals. Without access to material documenting
their inner workings and their relationships with the community
at large, it is impossible to say for certain why their efforts appear
to have had such little long-term influence. Organized groups
dedicated to addressing racism in the county persevered well
after the ’60s.
CORE remained active in Marin throughout the 1960s but its
activities decreased toward the end of the decade. That was not
unique to Marin, though. With the murders of civil rights activists James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner in
Mississippi in 1964 and the assassination of Martin Luther King
Jr. in 1968, many activists became disenchanted with nonviolence,
which was the essence of CORE’s approach. Floyd McKissick,
who became CORE’s national director in 1966, referred to King
as “the last prince of nonviolence,” and with his assassination the
group shifted away from nonviolence toward Black nationalism
and political self-determination.
Mill Valley established its own human rights commissions
between 1969 and 1978. Mill Valley Mayor Dean N. Meyer
appointed Roger J. Fleischmann as the initial Mill Valley Human
Rights Commission’s first chairman; other known members of the
group included Charles P. Guichard and Edith Freeman. They were
termed a “mini-board” of the Marin Human Rights Commission
and not an official city commission. Local newspapers reported on
some of the group’s hoped-for initiatives: introducing affordable
housing programs and teaching Black history in schools. City
documents and newspaper articles demonstrate that this Mill
Valley group consistently faced hardships. Minutes from a February
1969 city council meeting show that commission members
Freeman and Mina Cohen requested that the council assist with
measures that would provide more balance in housing in Mill
Valley, but there was no second motion on those resolutions, so no
vote took place. In 1972 Roger Fleischmann resigned as the group’s
chairman. In city council minutes Mayor George Wickham cited
Fleischmann’s dissatisfaction with the council’s support of the
commission as the reason for his resignation. Gerald Hood, who
was executive director of the county Human Rights Commission
at the time, was present at that meeting and encouraged the Mill
Valley community to remain active in racial justice work.
The mini-board was gone, but in March 1976 the Mill Valley
City Council took a stronger step by creating an official Mill
Valley Human Rights Commission, with greater power to
influence policy. This commission functioned until 1978, when
minutes from an October 25 meeting show that a unanimous
vote of the city council took place to “omit the Human Rights
Commission, transfer its programmatic functions to the Parks
and Recreation Commission, and to redraft the duties of the
Parks and Recreation Commission accordingly.” This unusual
decision went largely unreported, but Gerald Hood remembers it
well. In a recent interview, Hood provided some insight into why
city council members voted to move the civil rights group to the

jurisdiction of Parks and Recreation: “When you [wanted] to get
rid of something, that’s what you did. One of the things that you
didn’t want to have happen was a mob of people coming into the
council and raising hell. If you [made that move], you could say,
‘It’s still here. We’re transferring things around.’ It was to kill it,
to make a long story short.”

I

n 2017, as reported by Richard Halstead in the Marin Independent
Journal, Advancement Project California, a civil rights organization in southern California, ranked Marin as the most racially
unequal county in the state. The report considered numerous
factors, including home ownership, unemployment rates, and
educational opportunities—all areas that CORE and other civil
rights groups had aimed to improve in the county in the ’60s.
Mill Valley’s multiracial DEI Task Force worked for two intensive months in 2020, generating a 92-page report with extensive
recommendations to the city. Of these, two were priorities: formation of an official diversity, equity, and inclusion commission
and the creation of a detailed DEI plan for the city. In February
2021 the city council informed the public they would not create a
commission or a plan, citing DEI work already in process. Out of
the task force’s 62 recommendations, the city reported that 32%
were in progress, 31% needed more research, 27% were beyond
the scope of the city management, and 10% required an alternative approach. Determined to move forward, the disbanded DEI
Task Force reorganized as a citizens’ activist group, Mill Valley
Force for Racial Equity and Empowerment (MVFREE).
Historically, tracing successes in combatting racial discrimination has proven difficult. There is a lack of documentation not
only of groups dedicated to racial equality but also from the media who reported on their work. Progress in racial justice work is
a process that is not always conducive to news cycles. There were
undoubtedly successes: reaching agreements with local realtors
or employers who had been discriminating on the basis of race,
and openly discussing that racial discrimination was taking place
at all. The formation of various councils and citizens’ groups
brought attention to the fact that there was inequality in Marin.
The county and its cities, apart from Marin City, did not necessarily put their efforts into supporting these real concerns.
The passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 coincided with the
first day of CORE’s annual convention. James Farmer, the group’s
national director at the time, told all present delegates that
despite the momentous occasion, there “is no magic carpet that’s
going to take us to the promised land.” Farmer’s words remain
relevant. Racial justice cannot be attained without the concerted
efforts of all committed community members at every level.
If you have material or information about the individuals or groups mentioned above, please email nsnoyman@cityofmillvalley.org.
Natalie Snoyman is the Supervising Archivist at the Lucretia Little History
Room in the Mill Valley Public Library. She received her PhD from the
University of Stockholm and her MLIS from UCLA. Prior to joining the
History Room in May 2020 she worked in various archival institutions,
including the Getty Research Institute, the Directors Guild of America, the
Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, and, most recently, Pixar
Animation Studios.
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THE
CREATION
Of
MARIN
CITY

BY MAT THEW STAFFORD
This is an excerpt from a longer article that originally appeared in
the July 13, 2007, edition of the Pacific Sun. Small updates have
been made by the author.

S

ince its inception nearly 80 years ago, Marin City has been a
perpetual focal point of inclusion, pride, survival, anger,
patronizing platitudes, creeping gentrification—and an
indestructible sense of community—as the most prominent
exception to Marin’s exponentially white demographic.
Originally this grassy crescent-shaped glen between Sausalito
and Tam Valley was a pastoral landscape dotted with oak trees,
a large Miwok midden, and a few ridgetop houses. But when
the United States entered World War II, nearby Pine Hill was
excavated and deposited into two miles and 200 acres of northern
Sausalito marshland to create a shipyard where a fleet of prefabricated Liberty Ships and tankers could be built quickly and
efficiently. Twenty-six thousand piles were driven into the landfill; then 21 buildings, six shipways, seven piers, a ferry slip, and
24,000 feet of railroad track were built, and a mile-long channel
was dredged by the Bechtel Corporation in a matter of months.
Over the next three and a half years, 93 vessels were built by
20,000 workers recruited from near and far. Many were African
Americans from the Midwest and the South attracted by a sense
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Marinship, Sausalito shipyards, 1943 or 1944.
Courtesy of the Sausalito Historical Society.

of patriotism, the timeless allure of California, and paychecks far
heftier than anything they were used to. Over 4,000 women were
employed in every craft and capacity, and like their Black, Asian,
and Latino colleagues were paid $1.20 per hour, same as the white
men they worked alongside (President Franklin D. Roosevelt had
forbidden discrimination on government projects).
Before long Marinship was known as the best-integrated
shipyard on the West Coast, with women and minorities making
up one-third of the workforce. To shelter all of this newly
arrived person-power, and with wartime housing worse than
scarce, a community was fashioned on 356 acres of that bucolic
pastureland. In just over three months, dormitories for 1,000
singles and 700 apartments covered the valley, with 800 detached
homes built into the hills to take advantage of bay vistas. All
were identically crafted of low-slung redwood with green and
brown roofs to camouflage them in case of enemy attack. The
new community of Marin City achieved a population of 6,000
by Christmas 1943, making it the second-biggest municipality
in Marin. But Marin City couldn’t house all 20,000 Marinship
workers, and most of the rest found lodging in San Francisco’s
now-vacant Japantown, whose residents had been forcibly
evacuated and imprisoned under Executive Order 9066.
The chief of project services was one-time Socialist Party
gubernatorial candidate Milen Dempster, who instituted a wide
range of social services as well as a strict nondiscriminatory rental
policy, making Marin City the first integrated housing project in
the nation. There was a weekly newspaper, a duly elected city
council, a post office, a library, nursery and elementary schools, a
grocery store, a barbershop and beauty salon, a hospital, a laundry,
and a drugstore. A visiting Massachusetts congressman called it
“the best administered and best organized war housing project
that I have seen.”
All was not absolutely idyllic, however. Although peaceful
coexistence was the order of the day, simmering endemic racism
reared its ugly head on occasion, both at Marin City and Marinship,
where despite the equal pay there was practically no room for
advancement for women and minorities.
As the war drew to a close and Marinship crafted its last
vessel, Marin City’s population was cut in half. Although a few
workers returned home to Texas or Louisiana or Minnesota, the
great majority remained in the Bay Area. Most whites found new
jobs and homes and moved out, but it was a different story for the
African Americans who made up 10% of the project’s populace.
The few jobs available were menial and paid half what Marinship
had, and the county’s real estate market was rigidly anti-Black.
Matthew Stafford is a graduate of Old Mill School, Mill Valley Middle School,
and Tamalpais High School, and has written for both the Mill Valley Record
and the Pacific Sun.

T
A Brief
History
of
Redlining
in Mill
Valley

he Flemmings were the first Black family to buy a home
in Mill Valley. Barbadian immigrant Fitz Flemming and
his African American wife, Bertha, bought a house on
Cleveland Avenue in the Almonte (Tam Valley) neighborhood
in about 1949 for their family, which included children Ina, Fitz
Junior, and Rupert. It was not easy taking the first step in the long
journey of desegregating Mill Valley, and at first their neighbors
were a little aloof. But the friendliness of the Flemmings soon
won them over.
On a Sunday evening, August 6, 1950, Bertha’s mother had
come over from San Francisco for a visit with her grandsons. Fitz
Senior was in Alaska for work, while Ina, a teenager, was out with
friends. A little before 8:00 p.m., Bertha packed her sons in the
car to drive her mother home. At the bottom of the hill, a shouting
neighbor caught her attention. Looking back, Bertha saw plumes
of smoke filling the sky. In a few short minutes, their home
became what the Mill Valley Record called “a blazing inferno.”
Although three fire departments responded quickly, their
efforts were hindered by a lack of water pressure, a point of
contention in Almonte for several years. The uninsured house
was completely destroyed. Locals stepped up to help. Donations
of food, clothing, toys, and household necessities flooded into
the Methodist Church where the Flemmings were members.
The family relocated elsewhere, but Ina Flemming continued to
attend Tamalpais High School. She was elected student body vice
president in 1951 and graduated at age 16 in 1952.
On a website dedicated to chronicling sundown towns, an
anonymous former Mill Valley resident claimed to have heard
that the fire chief declared the cause of the blaze as arson.
Glen and Annabella Robinson, an interracial Mill Valley couple,
remembered friends telling them that the home was burned down

BY ALEXANDRIA BROWN

Glen and Annabella Robinson
at a party in the Booker T.
Washington Hotel in San
Francisco, circa 1968. Courtesy
of Annabella Robinson.
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by white supremacists who wanted the Flemmings out of town.
Was the fire arson? During research for this article, efforts were
made to ascertain the truth without success. In the meantime,
the arson theory lives on, because in the racialized climate of the
post-World War II period, racial tensions existed in Southern
Marin County, and some of them were severe.
History is not only dates, names, battles, and lists of immutable
facts; it is also a collection of stories. Every event is experienced
differently by each participant, described differently by each
observer, and interpreted differently by each historian. Some
stories are recorded and immortalized while others—especially
those from marginalized communities—are often not documented
when they conflict with the majority’s narrative.
Marin County’s white history is well reported, but its Black
history has received far less attention. Housing discrimination in
Marin has been documented in newspapers, records, policies, and
protests, but in Mill Valley much still remains to be discovered.
To understand why there are so few Black people living in Mill
Valley today, one must consider how their stories fit within the
larger social and historical context.

R

edlining is the practice of denying a creditworthy
applicant a loan for housing in a certain neighborhood
even though the applicant may otherwise be eligible for
the loan. THE FAIR HOUSING ACT COMPLIANCE HANDBOOK
Author and history professor Ibram X. Kendi defines “racist”
as “one who is supporting a racist policy through their actions or
inaction or expressing a racist idea.” Racially motivated housing
discrimination appears in all residential environments, from
urban to rural to suburban. A predominately white suburb like
Mill Valley is created and maintained by a combination of public
policies (such as federal housing programs and redlining) and
private actions (such as racist real estate agents and racially
restrictive covenants).
From 1916 to 1970, nearly 6 million African Americans left the
South in a wave of the Great Migration. Migrants were drawn to
jobs in the North while employers and community leaders promoted the West as a beacon of opportunity. The rise and fall (but
not destruction) of the Ku Klux Klan in the 1920s and the collapse
of the U.S. economy that began in 1929 meant that racial and
ethnic tensions were high during the Great Depression.
President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal housing
programs exacerbated the problem by codifying discriminatory
policies. The Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC) and the
Federal Housing Administration (FHA) were intended to help
Americans buy and keep a private home during the Great
Depression. While many white people benefited extensively from
these programs, African Americans suffered tremendously. For 40
years HOLC produced color-coded “residential security maps” to
record the class, race, and ethnicity of residents as well as the
density and age of housing in urban neighborhoods: green for
Type A, “best”; blue for Type B, “still desirable”; yellow for Type C,
“definitely declining”; red for Type D, “hazardous.” Neighborhoods
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Ina Flemming as a Tam High senior,
1952. The loss of her family’s home to
fire in 1950 did not deter this young
woman. She was active in school
clubs, orchestra, and chorus, and was
a member of the Honor Society. After
college she married attorney John
Dearman, who upon retirement in 2009
was the longest-serving judge in San
Francisco history. Pai yearbook photo.

that had too many older homes (where poor people were more
likely to live) or that were racially diverse, were graded lower.
Majority Black neighborhoods were coded red, and residents were
disqualified from most federally backed loans and mortgages.
The FHA exerted control over the terms, conditions, and
acceptability of home loans and revitalized the mortgage market.
Real estate agents dissuaded ethnic minority clients from buying
in white neighborhoods, prevented lenders from providing
financial services to redlined areas, and hassled developers
willing to build properties for Blacks. Within its first six years of
operation, the FHA had insured four out of every 10 urban homes
and insured mortgages for a whopping $4.4 billion; yet in 1948 the
FHA announced it had never “insured a housing project of mixed
occupancy.”

W

henever the census shows that a town or county
has been all-white or overwhelmingly white for
decades, we do well to investigate further, since across the
nation, most all-white towns were that way intentionally.
JAMES W. LOEWEN, SUNDOWN TOWNS: A HIDDEN DIMENSION OF
AMERICAN RACISM

Racially restrictive covenants compounded the inequities.
These restrictions were added into deeds to limit who was legally
allowed to own and/or live on a lot. The FHA produced a manual
in 1938 to guide underwriting staff on determining eligibility for
mortgages by rating each applicant for risk. Used in conjunction
with local zoning ordinances, predatory real estate practices, and
discriminatory financial services, restrictive covenants could
protect, so to speak, all-white neighborhoods “from adverse
influences.” These communities were sometimes known as
“sundown” towns, a name that originated from the signs certain
towns posted reminding Black people to be out of the city limits
before sunset. Based on its exclusionary housing tactics, the
county of Marin outside of Marin City was, for all intents and
purposes, a sundown town. Interestingly, in a website associated
with James W. Loewen’s book Sundown Towns: A Hidden Dimension
of American Racism, only two Marin towns, Mill Valley and Ross,
are designated as “probable” sundown towns, while others such
as Tiburon and Belvedere, with similar demographics and
exclusionary practices, are ignored.

It took until the Supreme Court heard Shelley v. Kraemer in
1948 for restrictive covenants to be struck down as unenforceable, but that did not stop developers from adding them to deeds
anyway. Restrictive covenants were common in Marin County,
and many older homes still have one recorded, although they are
no longer valid. Among many examples, one covenant in a 1913
deed for a Tam Valley property read: “Neither the said land, nor
any part thereof, shall be conveyed or leased to any person of
African or Mongolian descent.”
Public housing programs concentrated Black, Asian, and
Latino families into urban, multistory housing projects. The shipyard Marinship was dismantled after the war, and little by little in
Marin City public housing replaced temporary wartime housing.
By the late 1960s, most of the white and Asian American residents
had moved, leaving Marin City 90% Black. Meanwhile, the FHA
subsidized the construction of single-family dwellings in the suburbs for white home buyers. The number of people living in the
suburbs jumped from 36 million to 74 million in the two decades
after the war, and by 1970 more people lived in the suburbs than
in urban or rural areas.
Years of restrictive covenants and exclusionary real estate
practices made it challenging for Black families to acquire prop-

erty in the suburbs. Although there were no redlining maps for
Marin, the practices associated with redlining were very much
present. Real estate agents, with the backing of federal guidelines
and court rulings, enforced segregation and many Black families
found it difficult to buy outside of Marin City. White real estate
agents refused to accept applications, either out of a personal
vested interest in keeping communities white or fear of reprisals
from other local agents; white-owned banks refused to give out
loans; and white neighbors were not always welcoming.
Daniel and DeReath Collins were the second Black family to
buy within Mill Valley, arriving in 1952 from San Francisco. In his
oral history, Dr. Collins explained that he and his wife wanted
to live in a place away from the hustle and dangers of the city.
Initially, the white owner of the Summit Avenue house they
wanted to buy was reluctant to sell to a Black family. The owner
made a living fixing up and selling houses and was an agent herself. After she agreed to the sale she revealed that realtors in town
quarreled with her over her decision. A week before the family
moved in, a realtor who claimed to disagree with his colleagues
but agreed to speak for them anyway had contacted Dr. Collins,
offering a buyout. Collins, who was educated in real estate law,
agreed to sell—if they paid him double his purchase price. The

The Issue of Racial Covenants

I

n 1968 with the passage of the Fair Housing Act restrictive
covenants attached to deeds were outlawed, but that doesn’t
mean they went away. All over Marin County, racially restrictive
covenants, many attached to housing developments and tract
housing, remain parts of deeds. In 2012, when Marin County public
school music teachers Nicole and Darren Smith gathered with their
realtor on the second floor of their bank to sign a mountain of
paperwork for the purchase of their Oak Manor, Fairfax, home,
Nicole was shocked to discover this sentence on the deed she was
expected to sign: NO PERSON OR PERSONS NOT OF THE WHITE
CAUCASIAN RACE SHALL USE OR OCCUPY ANY PREMISE OR
BUILDING THEREON EXCEPT AS DOMESTIC SERVANTS.
Nicole recalls, “Immediately a red flag, flashing lights, go off, and
I said, ‘What is this?’ and our realtor said, ‘No, realize that this is no
longer in any way valid due to anti-discrimination laws, but because
this deed is part of the original package of paperwork for your
property, you have to sign it.’ I literally stopped the signing session to
look at her and say, ‘I don’t want to sign this!’ I’m half Japanese, and
basically this racially restrictive covenant would have prevented me
from occupying the property in any capacity other than as a servant.
You’re told that the covenant doesn’t hold any weight legally, but you
have to sign this paper. I was fuming about it but she said because it’s
part of the original paperwork it can’t be removed. It was intimidating to sign it—old Jim Crow was raising up his head again.
“During the next years the covenant was always kind of on our
minds, but it was during the Trump presidency when things started

to get oh, so hot, and Darren was like, ‘We really ought to look into
that, maybe there’s a way to remove it.’ I was really grateful for that.”
Darren remembers, “When I did finally pick up the phone the
first person I called was our realtor. She recommended that we
contact the title company and they said we had to contact the
county recorder’s office and get the proper documentation. The
county recorder has the restrictive covenant modification form. You
fill that out and get it notarized and back to them. And you have to
have a copy of the actual restrictive language; and you also need to
know the page number in the county recorder’s book. They were
great about helping, better than you would expect a bureaucratic
agency to be. They were very supportive and encouraging to us.”
The Smiths’ application for Modification of Restrictive Covenant
was submitted and signed on August 3, 2020. The offending sentence was lined out but not erased. “Should you remove it so you
can’t tell it ever existed?” Nicole muses. “Or should it remain so
that people know this was the mindset of the people who developed
Oak Manor in the ’50s? If I could have taken it from the stack of
papers back at the bank and there was an incinerator, I probably
would have burned it. But I think we need the awareness that these
things happened, and we can look back on that and see how far
we’ve come. But it’s just unbelievable. To preserve homogeneity, to
preserve the ‘desirability,’ I mean like, really? There goes the neighborhood because I moved in? I don’t want somebody when we sell
our house to have to read that and feel as I did.”
–Abby Wasserman
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cabal of agents retreated and the Collinses moved in.
The same year, Clemmie Shuck Barry, a real estate agent
and labor activist, sold two lots she and her husband owned on
Montford Avenue in Homestead Valley to Roscoe McIntosh and
David Smith, both Black carpenters. She was immediately fired
from her job with Forsyth Realty in Mill Valley and subsequently
lost her real estate license.
Glen Robinson grew up in Marin City and eventually became
the first African American to head a U.S. marshal’s office in
California. His wife Annabella was an Italian American from Ohio.
When newly married, they lived in Marin City, but in 1962, when
their oldest child, Marcus, was five they bought a Homestead
Valley home from their friends and former neighbors, Maxine and
Othell (“Molly”) Mallouf. The purchase price of the newly built
house was out of their price range and Glen was unlikely to obtain
a loan, but the Malloufs offered to carry the note.
According to Annabella Robinson’s oral history, Maxine Mallouf
announced she would give them a party, but only invite those
she knew would welcome the Robinsons; she was going to “filter
out the bigots” beforehand. One family that was not invited
lived right across the street, Annabella told oral historian Debra
Schwartz. “She had a little boy seven years old. That little boy,
when he’d come home from school, he’d call Marcus—Marcus
was playing out on the front deck—he’d say, ‘N----r, go home. You
don’t belong here.’” *
Annabella went on to say that soon the family across the
street moved away, as did two other families who had made
Maxine Mallouf’s “bigots” list.

W

hile some Mill Valleyans were either neutral or warmly
welcoming to Black neighbors, others insisted either
that segregation did not exist or believed that keeping
out minorities was necessary for the survival of the white community. One particularly loud voice in the anti-integration camp
was Belle Jones. She submitted several letters to the Mill Valley
Record in the early 1950s that relied on racist pseudoscience,
shoddy history, and misinterpretations of Biblical verses to back
up her assertions. One of her letters posited a reverse discrimination fallacy: “If the biggest percent of the residents of Mill Valley
wish to retain our beautiful little spot as a white settlement, and
a certain few of the residents have become overpowered with a
great feeling of Democracy and decide to welcome Negroes to our
settlement, who is discriminatory against who?”
African Americans who settled in Marin had the same dreams
as their white neighbors: to live in a safe, beautiful area with good
schools and opportunities for them and their children. Dr. Collins
mused in his oral history, “Maybe the kind of a community we
were looking for would only be a white community.... But I wasn’t
looking for it because it was white; I was looking for it because
it was an environment with good police protection, where there
were activities for children.” In the post-World War II era until

Clemmie Shuck Barry (1901–1986).
Photo by Anne B. Page. Courtesy of the
Labor Archives and Research Center,
San Francisco State University.
A labor organizer in the 1930s and
a member of the San Francisco
Communist Party, Barry worked to
integrate housing in Marin County in the
1950s. She worked from the inside as
a real estate agent. Her property sales
to Roscoe McIntosh and David Smith in
1952 led to her firing, but did not slow
her efforts.
Jerry McIntosh, Tam High Class of 1987.
Born to Ira Mae and Roscoe McIntosh,
Jerry grew up in Homestead Valley in the
house his father built after purchasing
a lot from Clemmie Barry. As an adult,
Jerry was a beloved youth mentor, Tam
High’s freshman squad basketball coach,
and founder of the Southern Marin
Lightning Basketball Club. He died of
a heart attack in 2007 at the age of 38.
Pai yearbook photo. Courtesy of the
Lucretia Little History Room, Mill Valley
Public Library.

the 1970s, more people of color did not settle in Mill Valley
not because it did not appeal to their interests but because the
real estate, banking, mortgage businesses, and management
companies used all the tools at their disposal to keep them out.
Today, Marin County’s Black population remains low. Despite
the increase in numbers, their percentage share of the population
has hovered between 2% and 3% since at least the 1950s, with a
decline beginning in the 1990s.
Mill Valley has come a long way since the Flemmings, but it still
has a long way to go. Redlining in Marin County is still present and
causing long-term damage. According to a report by Caroline
Peattie and Jessica Tankersley to the Marin County Community
Development Agency in 2011, in Marin City “disproportionately
high numbers of Black residents” live in public housing or receive
Section 8 vouchers. This, along with a skyrocketing real estate
market and too many landlords outside of Marin City unwilling to
accept Section 8, enforces de facto segregation.
The health and stability of Marin County depends on how its
denizens choose to respond to decades of race-based housing discrimination. Discriminatory practices were built with intention
and can be dismantled with intention, if the will is there.
Alexandria Brown is a queer Black librarian, local historian, writer, and author
who writes about speculative fiction and young adult literature for Tor.com
and Locus magazine, as well as for their blog, Bookjockeyalex.com. Diversity,
equity, inclusion, and access set the foundation for all of their work.

*In Annabella Robinson’s oral history, the N-word is spoken. She agreed to abbreviate it here, despite her wish
that the hurt and sting the epithet caused her son and herself should be understood clearly.
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Neighbors
Bertha Edwards Flemming (1913–1999) and
Fitz Flemming (1917-?)
Bought their house in Tamalpais Valley circa 1949, method of
transference unverified.
Bertha Edwards Flemming was born in Moss Point, Mississippi. Her
family moved to San Francisco in 1933. After a fire destroyed their
Tamalpais Valley home in 1950, they moved elsewhere. In the 1960s
Bertha opened a thriving real estate business in San Francisco’s
Western Addition and soon cofounded a mortgage company that
provided home loans with low interest and easy conditions to residents who otherwise would not have been able to keep their homes.

Robert B. Pitts (1909–1982) and
Mattalyn Coleman Pitts (1923–2016)
Purchased property in Homestead Valley through a white friend
who fronted for them in 1955, and built their dream home.
West Coast Regional Administrator of the U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development Robert B. Pitts, an economist and
sociologist, was born in Macon, Georgia. His wife Mattalyn, from
Memphis, Tennessee, was one of the earliest African American
teachers hired in the San Francisco Unified School District. She
taught school in San Francisco for 31 years. Following retirement,
Mattalyn became a high-fashion couturiere and designer whose
jewelry was carried by Gump’s, Saks Fifth Avenue, Neiman Marcus,
and the M.H. deYoung Museum.

Herbert Wade (1933–2017) and Georgia Wade
Bought their home in Tamalpais Valley directly from the owner
in 1962.
With support from future Senator Barbara Boxer, Herbert Wade
obtained a federal grant to start Marin Charter Service, becoming
the first Black Marinite to own a transportation business. He contracted with corporations and the Tamalpais High School District,
and for 35 years transported students from Marin City, Bolinas,
Stinson Beach, and Muir Beach to Tamalpais, Redwood, and Drake
high schools. In all his trips up and around Mt. Tam, in all sorts of
weather, he never had an accident. Herbert and Georgia were married 64 years. She is the matriarch of a large extended family.

Glen Robinson (1931–2005) and Annabella Robinson
Bought their Homestead Valley home directly from the
owners in 1962.
Raised in Marin City, Glen attended Tam High, graduated from
College of Marin, and joined the Air Force. He became the first
African American to head a U.S. marshal’s office in California and
held that post under three U.S. presidents. Elected multiple times to
the Marin Board of Education, he served for 20 years. In 1992 he was

Mini-bios of Some
of Mill Valley’s Earliest
Black Homeowners

named Marin County Citizen of the Year and in 2004, Marin County
Trustee of the Year. Annabella, born in Ohio, met Glen when she too
joined the Air Force. They were married 45 years and raised three
children: Marcus, Curtis, and Staci. Annabella taught countless Mill
Valley children in Miss Anne’s Preschool for over two decades.

Frederick Wright (1925–2010)
Bought his home in Tamalpais Valley
in 1965 from a white friend.
Born and raised in Clarksdale, Mississippi,
Frederick Wright came to California in
the 1950s. He loved golfing, but Blacks
weren’t allowed to play on the courses
in Mississippi. Playing with other Black
golfers in the Bay Area, he became
well known in golf circles. He had two
sons, Frederick Junior, and Eric, who
was diagnosed with a reading problem
that was being addressed at the DeWitt
Frederick Wright, 2008.
Reading Clinic in San Rafael, where
Courtesy of Shirley Hasley.
Frederick brought him three times a
week. There, he met a realtor whose son was also being tutored
at the clinic. She suggested he look into schools in Marin and
consider moving from San Francisco. The house he wished to buy
in Tam Valley had a restrictive covenant attached to the deed, but
his realtor friend purchased it and sold it to him. He and his second
wife, Mill Valley schoolteacher Shirley Hasley, shared the home
after their marriage in 1990. Frederick Senior was Salvation Army
director for Southern Marin for over a decade. Frederick Junior
and Eric graduated from Tamalpais High School.

Jon Hendricks (1921–2017)
Bought his house in Homestead Valley in 1966, method of
transference unverified.
An American jazz lyricist and singer, Hendricks was a member of the
vocalese group Lambert, Hendricks & Ross from 1957 to 1964. Jazz
critic and historian Leonard Feather called him the “Poet Laureate
of Jazz,” while Time dubbed him the “James Joyce of Jive.” He
lived with his wife Judith, a son, and a daughter in their Homestead
Valley house for several years before moving to New York for his
career, where he created his signature concert production,
“Evolution of the Blues.” The home stayed in the family until a few
years ago, when it was sold. Hendricks was honored with a Mill
Valley Creative Achievement (Milley) Award in 2000.
Chuck and Christina Oldenburg contributed to this article. Homestead Valley
and Tamalpais Valley are unincorporated neighborhoods under Mill Valley’s
“sphere of influence.” They share the same zip code, 94941, and during the
redlining period shared the same exclusionary real estate practices.
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T H E S E A R E N O T G O O D T I M E S F O R P R I N T E D N E W S PA P E R S —
not in the world, not in the United States and not in Mill Valley. In fact, three quite different publications in
Mill Valley illustrate the fate that has challenged papers everywhere. The three are the Mill Valley Record,
which is dead and gone; the Pacific Sun, which has been swallowed by another paper in Healdsburg; and the
Tam News at Tamalpais High School, which morphed into a handsome magazine with an online presence
that includes video and radio components. The Tam News magazine also has troubles, but for
reasons different than those that afflicted the Record and the Sun.
BY STEVE Mc NAMARA

The first print newspaper appeared in Strasbourg, Germany, in
1605, and for nearly 400 years print ruled the roost. Then in 1989,
Tim Berners-Lee came up with the World Wide Web. People seeking
information or wanting to say something drifted from newspapers
to the internet, and so did advertisers that provided most of the
papers’ financial support. Printed newspapers headed downhill.
Notable survivors are those with a strong internet presence, such
as the New York Times and the Washington Post. Other print publications keep going if they focus on a special-interest audience
and/or have an outside source of support. That worked for the
Tam News until recently when it, too, developed big problems.

Mill Valley Record

O

f the three newspapers in Mill Valley, the first to appear was
the Record. It came to life somewhere between 1893 and 1901,
depending on how you figure. That’s because in its early days
its name was changed five or six times as it went through about
nine owners. Most solid among those were J. Fred Schlingman,
who ran the paper from 1901 to 1909 when it was named RecordEnterprise; sisters-in-law Elizabeth B. Douglas and Winona Douglas,
who took over from 1916 to 1935 and made the final name change
to MIll Valley Record; and the Drexler brothers, who ran the paper
for seven years from 1935 until 1942.
The Golden Age of the Record was from 1963 to 1987, the
24 years during which Edward (Ned) and Katharine Mills were
owners and copublishers. This couple, who came to embody Mill
Valley’s better qualities, didn’t come from the town or even from
nearby. They had never heard of Mill Valley. Ned was born in Los
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Angeles in 1915, graduated from the University of Richmond and
spent World War II in the Army Air Force stationed in Trinidad.
He then went to work in New York City for the Newspaper
Enterprise Association (NEA), which sold features to newspapers
around the country.
Katharine Sherwood Mills was born in Omaha in 1918, graduated from Scripps College, and worked briefly for the small town
daily in Beatrice, Nebraska. She then set off for New York with
her sister and landed at NEA, sitting at a desk across from Ned
Mills. They were married in 1947 and transferred to Chicago’s
NEA office. After several years, Ned lost a power struggle for the
NEA presidency. He and Katharine had, like most newspaper
people, always wanted their own paper. Ned wound up with a
broker looking at the weekly in Soledad, California, but Ned knew
that a dusty prison town wouldn’t work for Katharine and their
three children. The broker said he did have one other prospect,
and they drove up to Mill Valley. Remembered Ned, “It doesn’t
take a salesman to sell Mill Valley’s beauty!” Katharine flew out,
fell in love with the place, and so these two outsiders took over
the local paper. It was a perfect fit.
Matt Stafford, the only person known to have written for the
Record, the Pacific Sun, and the Tam News, remembers the Record
as a most cordial place to work. Katharine ran the editorial side,
helped by a single editor at $100 a week, along with a group
of stringers who were paid about $15 to cover specific stories.
“Katharine was nobody’s fool,” remembers Anne Bardwell Solem,
who worked two years on the paper as an editor. “She could see
right through anybody who tried to put one over on her. Nice
sense of humor, so she didn’t get cross or mean about things. She

had a real feel for what a small town newspaper should be like.”
Small town papers when done right, as the Record was, are
both the heartbeat and the glue of their communities. What’s
happening next door is their focus. Daughter Merri Mills Burns
remembers vividly that not long after the family arrived in town
they were hit one night with big news to handle. “The Jolly King
grocery store building on Miller was burning down! Mom was
running around the house, yelling, ‘Where’s the camera? Where’s
the camera!’” Other big stories were the perpetual floods on
Miller, with front page photos of cars stuck and people paddling
canoes. The cliff on Miller that collapsed onto the sidewalk
and was seemingly never fixed was a long-term Record crusade.
Plus, there were the local election endorsements. It was agony,
Katharine said in an interview, to endorse some candidates they
knew while ignoring others. Ignore? Didn’t they say why other
candidates fell short? “Oh no,” Ned stated in his oral history, “we
didn’t slug people.”
Merri remembers that her parents were accommodating
toward different positions, both at home and in print: “Mom
would write an editorial and sign it KSM. If Dad didn’t agree he
would write that in a little box on the same page and sign it EMM.
Yes, there were also constant discussions at the dinner table.
They encouraged us kids to stick with our own beliefs, too.”

In 1987 the Mills sold the Record. Says their son Charles, a
securities lawyer in Washington, D.C., “I think they just decided
it was time to retire. Dad was 72, Mom was 70. It was a hard paper
to run and to sell; you needed both Mom and Dad doing it and
at times taking hits on their income to shore up the situation.
Eventually they sold it to this couple. He didn’t have a sense of
small newspapers and didn’t have a sense of Mill Valley.” The
paper lurched along for four years with newspaper advertising
slipping away. On September 4, 1991, the front page proclaimed in
giant type: GOODBYE!

Pacific Sun

M

uch like the Mill Valley Record, the Pacific Sun had an early
period that mixed good and bad, and a late period that went
straight downhill, the result of changed ownership and the
steep decline in newspaper ad revenue. The paper was born in a
room behind the grocery store in Stinson Beach in 1963, which
made it the second oldest alternative weekly in the United States,
after the Village Voice. The Sun’s significant middle period began
three years later when I gave up working for Hearst as Sunday
editor of the San Francisco Examiner and bought the Sun. In this
middle period, from 1966 to 2004, the Sun wasn’t focused on the

Katharine and Ned Mills with Mill Valley Record staff members. Standing (from left): Patricia Gass, Peter Seidman, Barbara Gelfand,
Matt Stafford, Rosemary Barr, Katharine Mills, unknown, Ned Mills. Seated (from left): Nancy Kivette, Joe Gramer, Kris Halvorsen,
unknown, Risë Albert, Star the dog. Photo by Suki Hill. Courtesy of the Lucretia Little History Room, Mill Valley Public Library.
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Left: Pacific Sun Publisher Steve McNamara
(left) at a Stinson Beach party in 1973 with
columnist Dr. Hip Pocrates, and philosopher/
bon vivant Alan Watts (right). Watts died later
that year. Dr. Hip Pocrates was widely known
for a radio show and a column he wrote first
for the Berkeley Barb and then the Pacific Sun.
Courtesy of Steve McNamara.
Above: Pacific Sun Managing Editor Linda
Xiques, circa 1984. Courtesy of Linda Xiques.

city of Mill Valley but instead on Marin County. However, the Sun
did reflect Mill Valley’s positions and issues—strong concern for
the environment, women’s rights, free expression, racial equity,
gay rights, the arts, education, music, marijuana, and the like. This
was not surprising since the Sun’s office was in Mill Valley across
from City Hall, and the staff hung out in town. Plus, my wife Kay
and I and Managing Editor Linda Xiques all lived in Mill Valley.
The Sun had the good fortune to arrive at a time of dramatic
change, both in the nation and in Marin. In 1940 the county was a
woodsy, bucolic enclave with a population of 52,907. By 1970 the
population was 206,038—it had quadrupled. More significant was
the change in the kind of people. In the 1956 presidential election
Marin voted 66% Republican; in 2012 it was down to 23% (it’s
now 14%). While the Sun was in sync with Marin’s new majority,
the main county newspaper, the daily Marin Independent Journal,
seemed oblivious to the change. After an election the Sun staff
would check the results of our pre-election endorsements. The
Sun’s batting average was usually about 0.800, the IJ’s less than
half that. It wasn’t so much that voters had sheep-like followed
the Sun’s advice; it was that the Sun was in tune with them.
The Sun fought the good fight on any number of issues that
today it’s hard to believe were seriously considered (but they
were). There was a plan backed by Gulf Oil money to build a city
of 30,000 called Marincello on the Marin Headlands overlooking
the Golden Gate Bridge. PG&E had dug a huge hole (it’s still
there) on Bodega Head for a nuclear power plant atop the San
Andreas Fault. Plans were afoot to fill both Richardson Bay and
Bolinas Lagoon for Southern California–style marinas. Four-lane
highways were on the drawing boards, one to be rammed through
San Anselmo and Fairfax to West Marin, and another up the coast
from Mill Valley and Muir Beach. West Marin’s cows and parkland would be replaced by housing tracts and gas stations for up
to 100,000 people. The Sun fought those big battles and smaller
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ones, such as the right of high school athletes to wear their hair at
whatever length they liked—Redwood High’s star cross-country
runner had been kicked off the team for wearing his hair over
his ears. The Sun also generated strongly researched and written
magazine-style articles on issues and events such as the Great Oil
Spill of 1971 and the epic drought of 1977.
The Sun picked worthwhile fights. But it was best known
for its great writers, who were lured to the paper despite its
modest pay (to say the least) because of the freedom offered;
they got to write what they cared about in a way that expressed
who they were. The result was a cascade of awards for individual
stories and one for Best Weekly in California. The writers ranged
from Barbara Boxer and Jill Kramer, Joy Zimmerman, Joanne
Williams, Eve Pell, and Alice Yarish to Dr. Eugene Schoenfeld
(aka Hip Pocrates) on sex and drugs, Matt Stafford on movies,
Jack Shelton on food, Stephanie von Buchau on music and opera,
and many more. Also, Armistead Maupin, whose first job was in
our short-lived San Francisco edition with a serial named “The
Serial.” After the plug was pulled on the San Francisco edition,
Cyra McFadden masterfully picked up “The Serial” idea, saw it
expanded into a book, film, and also imitated badly in papers
throughout the country. Meanwhile, Maupin revived “The Serial”
idea as “Tales of the City” in the San Francisco Chronicle and went
on to fame and fortune.
After 38 years, we decided in 2004 to sell the Sun. Kay had
worked heroically to keep the business side functioning and was
ready for something else, and I had turned 70; it was time to try
other things. Warden Bob Ayers at San Quentin asked me to help
revive the San Quentin News; it’s now the only inmate-directed
newspaper in the United States and goes to all 35 California
prisons. In 2004 advertising was getting harder to sell at the Sun,
but it wasn’t yet a crisis. When a few years later it did become
a crisis, thanks to the internet, friends praised us for seeing the

oncoming disaster. We hadn’t been that smart; just lucky.
We sold the paper to a friend, Bill Johnson, who published
the Palo Alto Weekly and three other Bay Area community
papers. It worked reasonably well until Bill sold the paper to a
shareholder, who sold it to the owner of the San Jose alternative
paper. He has basically buried the Sun alive, attaching its name
to issues of a paper he publishes in Healdsburg while running an
occasional story from a Marin writer. Cleverly, a Marin address
is also listed and so the Sun can continue to qualify for legal ads
in Marin County. And so it goes for the Pacific Sun—once judged
the best weekly in California with a vibrant headquarters in Mill
Valley, now mainly a desk in a San Rafael coworking space, by
appointment only.

Tam News

T

he Tamalpais News was established in 1919 and for 48 years
it read like a traditional school paper—solid gray type with
little outlandish or challenging. Then teacher Dick Fregulia
took over as adviser. In the issue of September 29, 1967, an editorial
announced that from that day forward the student staff “…will
not be afraid to be active in controversial subjects or challenge
the administration.” The Tam News hasn’t been the same since.
Says a recent Tam News adviser, Jonah Steinhart: “It’s Mill
Valley culture; Marin culture; California law. These kids have as
much freedom of expression as maybe any high school kids on
the planet. I have never seen them back down from any perceived

or real pressure from administration. I have seen them take a lot
of risks on a lot of stories over the years. That can be really dicey
when you’re talking about student journalists with high risk, high
reward stories. The kids tend to go out of their way to find those
stories and be critical of the culture and the administration.”
Fregulia, an accomplished jazz pianist as well as a solid
journalist, remembers: “I was ready for the kids and they were
ready for me.” It was the ’60s, after all, and the times they were
a-changin’. The paper put out elaborate parody issues of the
Marin IJ, the Pacific Sun, and Mill Valley Record. There was sturdy
editorial defense of a prostitute from Margo St. James’s group
named COYOTE (Call Off Your Old Tired Ethics) when she spoke
to a couple of Tam High classes. In 1977 the California legislature
passed the California Student Free Expression Law, which came
down strong for First Amendment rights within schools. As if to
give this freedom a whirl, up popped student Ann Killion, whose
brother Paul had been editor-in-chief. Now a nationally renowned
sports columnist, in the mid-’70s Ann was famous as a schoolsatire columnist unafraid to clearly imply names or say where
dope was being smoked on campus. In 1989 the paper championed
changing the school’s mascot, the Indians, for whatever the
students favored in a poll; the winner was Red-Tailed Hawks.
In 1994 the paper’s annual Valentine’s Day issue went heavy
on sex. A two-page spread featured a buyer’s guide on condoms
headlined “Wear Rubbers in Steamy Weather.” That issue also
included the results of a survey that found that 55% of Tam
students were sexually active (40% female, 60% male) and 46%

The 1987 Tam News staff with adviser Dick Fregulia at right. Pai yearbook photo. Courtesy of the Lucretia Little History Room, Mill Valley Public Library.
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of the students had sex without a condom (57% female, 43%
male), along with reprints of several comments: “You have to be
emotionally prepared to have sex. When you do it’s GREAT!!!”
and “It’s good for breakfast, lunch and dinner. It’s a good exercise.”
Fregulia’s freewheeling, jazz-inspired approach ran into resistance and he moved to teaching photography.
Meanwhile, the layout was evolving from broadsheet (like the
Record) to tabloid (like the Sun) and then much later to magazine
layout, with more and more attention paid to good design. Into
the adviser’s post in 1995 stepped teacher Austin Bah.
The paper quickly made it clear that it was still feisty and
determined. In the works was a major upgrade of computer labs
at Tam, Redwood, and Drake. A computer-savvy Tam News staff
member named John Mongan looked into the bid documents. He
discovered that the firm writing the bid specs had slimmed them
down to the point where only they could sensibly make a bid.
The story in the May 11, 1995, issue caused the district to quickly
dump the bid process and start all over again.
A more public triumph involved sending a reporting team
to Cuba in 2000. Fourteen reporters plus Bah, six chaperones,
and three translators spent a week exploring Havana. Parents
financed the trip, which had been questioned by anxious adults
beforehand but was widely celebrated afterwards. The result was
an expertly reported and designed 34-page magazine. Bah’s time
as adviser, which ended in June 2006, also featured PDF copies of
the paper posted online starting in 1995 and the launch of a live
website in 2004.
Teacher Jonah Steinhart became adviser in September 2006,
and over time the magazine became full color on coated stock.
The number of students involved jumped from about 20 to more
than 200. Growth came from new students in a beginning journalism class, a nonfiction class, and from the magazines Steinhart
guided at feeder middle schools in Marin City and Bolinas. As the
graphics improved, more student artists were attracted, creating
a critical mass of visually oriented students. “I was able to expand
the program and recruit students of color from Marin City, along
with kids with special needs, learning disabilities,” Steinhart said.
“For a long time the paper was seen as something just the kids
who were ‘good at school’ did; sort of this elite publication. We
changed that.”
One of the new staffers was Mikyla Williams from Marin City,
now a junior, who in April 2019 wrote a tough, profound piece
headlined, “Tam Has a Problem with White Fragility.” Said
Williams recently, “When it was first published not a lot of people
read it and learned from it. But with recent Black Lives Matter
events I’ve been getting a lot of feedback. That was really nice.”
At Tam News the situation looked good, and then it didn’t. The
Record and the Sun had hit the wall because readers and advertisers drifted to the internet. The papers just ran out of money.
At Tam News money is the problem in a different way. Although
Mill Valley and Marin residents are among the most prosperous
people on earth, many of them won’t spend much money on
public education. The Measure B parcel tax on the ballot in
March 2020 would have given another $23 million a year to Tam,
Redwood, and Drake to cope with increased enrollment. Bitterly
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fought, it got 64% approval, not the necessary 67%. The increase
would have cost homeowners 52 cents a day. The subsequent
Measure M passed by voters in November extended the existing
tax, but because of increased enrollment, that still meant budget
cuts. Belts were tightened, including those at Tam News.
The paper gets financial support for production from several
outside sources, so that wasn’t the problem. Instead, the problem
was paying for faculty guidance and supervision of the 200
students. Steinhart and his predecessors used to handle guidance
and supervision with “release time.” That meant that instead of
teaching five classes each day, the adviser taught four and had the
fifth period to work with students on the print paper. Given the
surge in students, Steinhart asked the administration for a second
adviser with release time. Not only was he turned down, but his
own release time was erased. Without a period freed by release
time, a single adviser faced a massive workload to be handled on
overtime on top of English classes averaging 32 students, up from
the previous 25.
Steinhart resigned as adviser with regret. “It was by far the
most important thing I’ve done in my life. The Tam News was as
powerful as any tool we have to improve equity and fight racism
and create a sense of community on campus. It’s now a really
diverse range of students, from jocks and the so-called popular
kids to introverts and autistic kids. It was really painful to leave
it.” Steinhart said he isn’t angry with the administration that
found itself in this bind so much as he is with Marin’s “faux
liberals. I’m furious with this community for not properly funding
education. When the release period was stripped I made it clear
to the kids that I wouldn’t be able to advise them on a print
publication. The kids from Redwood, Drake, and Tam went to the
district and protested at the board meeting. They said, ‘How can
you cut journalism support in this day and age?’ My sense is that
the community voted to kill the print publication. Which is ironic
because the kids see the print paper as the prestigious part of
what they do.”
Sarah Black, Steinhart’s successor, says the paper might drop
from 30 pages to 10 and come out once each semester instead
of once a month. Or the print paper might go away entirely,
morphing into an expanded multimedia presence.
Student staffer Mikyla Williams recalls: “We talked a lot about
it and we made the decision. It would be the end of our magazine
until we get the proper funds to pay our advisers. Without our
release period we can’t gather together after school, playing
music, having fun, and developing a good work ethic, collaborating with other students. Losing it was really disappointing.”
Adds Steinhart, “I would say Mill Valley is in danger of losing its
last print newspaper.”
If that proves true then the door will close on the last Mill
Valley outpost of an essential resource that emerged 416 years ago
in Strasbourg, Germany. For an enlightened citizenry, hometown
newspapers cannot be replaced.
Veteran journalist and longtime Mill Valleyan Steve McNamara was owner,
CEO, editor, and publisher of the Pacific Sun from 1966 to 2004 and co-owner
and publisher of the Ark (Tiburon) from 1987 to 1999. Since 2008 he has
been adviser to the San Quentin News and the San Quentin Journalism Guild.

First Person: Excerpts from Recent Oral Histories
continued from page 7

I was friends with some other
white people who also got along with
Black people. It was quite important
in my life. I used to go to the Canteen
to dance at lunchtime. A friend of my
grandmother’s was manager. We’d
dance to Ruth Brown, Little Richard.
It was very sexy, very fun dancing.
At Tam one teacher made an
impression on me, Mrs. [Katherine]
Flanagan. She talked to us about sex
in my biology class with her. I felt she
Suzanne Hanchett, 1958.
did a tremendous service. She spoke
honestly to us and invited honest
questions. A lot of the Black girls were in her cosmetology classes
and she did the same thing there. Flanny was a bighearted person.
She was good to all the kids.
I think at Tam we did the best we could at race relations, I
really do. As American integrated schools go, it was one of the
better situations. Interviewed July 7, 2020

Dawn Conway Solon, Class of 1958
Dawn Conway Solon grew up in Larkspur and came to Tam as a
freshman.

In 1954 I was in the eighth grade preparing to enter high school.
The prevailing question was which one? Previously all LarkspurCorte Madera students went to Drake, which was bursting at
the seams, so we had to choose. The main difference between

Drake and Tam was Marin City, and the Black kids went to Tam.
If a student had a valid reason to go to Drake, then that’s where
they were able to go. The eighth graders reflected the parents’
prejudices. Valid reasons were not only other siblings already
there or a parent’s work being near Drake, but also things like
having orthodontist appointments and other flimsy excuses. The
bigotry was unbelievable and was my introduction to prejudice,
specifically against Blacks.
At noon, along with a couple of other white kids who liked to
dance, we would go to the Canteen just off the school grounds.
This was the place to go! Hanging outside sitting on the benches,
listening to the Black girls talk, their
animation, the sharing done among
themselves about their home lives
and relationships, their laughter—
I learned they lived a different life
than any I had ever known. What
I liked most was how candid and
frank they were. It seemed more
alive and honest than most of the
white girls’ conversations, which
seemed shallow and image-oriented.
That was the ’50s, where it was so
important to fit in.
Dawn Conway, 1958.
I attended Tam from 1954
through 1958 and learned a lot about prejudice. In the study hall, I
was friendly with the Black kids, both girls and boys. Although I
hadn’t gone to parties or dances because of my home life, there
were tales about me being seen at parties with Black guys, of
being seen around with Black guys and me doing all sorts of
things. Walking along the street, I even had “Whore!” hollered at
me. Because of being friendly with Blacks, I became the subject of
a different kind of prejudice. Interviewed July 25, 2020

Tam High Library Club,
1953. Pai yearbook photo.
Courtesy of the Lucretia
Little History Room, Mill
Valley Public Library.
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Edward Collins, MD, Class of 1961

Staci Robinson Peterson, Class of 1986

Edward (Chip) Collins moved with his family to Mill Valley in 1952.
He graduated from Howard University and was the first African
American to go through the urology residency training program at
U.C. San Francisco.

Raised in Homestead Valley, author Staci Robinson Peterson
returned here to raise her sons and pursue her writing career.

When I came to Tam High I was
a sophomore. I had done my
freshman year in Washington, D.C.,
and so when I went to sign up for
classes, I of course signed up for
academic classes and the counselor
said, “No, you don’t need to take
those classes.” He wanted me to
take shop classes. There were low or
no expectations. So I told my father
and my mother that evening how
the day went, and they said, “Oh no,
Edward Collins, 1961.
no, we will be down there tomorrow
and straighten all of this out.” Unless you as a family were
really watching out for your kids, they were slipped into more
remedial courses that were not Mrs. [Ethel] Abbott’s English
class and high math. That all got straightened out and so for the
next basically two-and-a-half years, I had an extraordinary high
school experience. I think that my experience at Tamalpais High
School, other than the fact that I wasn’t as serious a student as I
should have been, okay, was arguably one of the best parts of my
life. I felt supported. Other than at the very end, when I was not
supported by my counselor.
I was applying for various colleges and I sent an application
into Stanford. They sent the application back to me with a note
saying, “I’m sorry, we really can’t reconsider you for admission as
your application was incomplete. We never got your transcript.”
It was the responsibility of the counselor to send the transcript.
I came to find out that my counselor didn’t send it in because
he made the independent decision that Stanford was not going
to be a good fit for me. He had not talked with me about anything. I think I would have gotten into Stanford. So I went to Cal
Berkeley, then Howard University for medical school.
I ran for student body president twice at Tam and got my head
handed to me on a platter. Stuart Hindley and I were good friends
and decided to go head-to-head. I was a big football player. Stuart
gave an extraordinary speech. He appealed to the needs of the
student body to be heard, to have more lunch period—offered all
this stuff he couldn’t deliver on. All I could do at the end of the
day was tell him, “That’s a great speech, dude.” I was encouraged
to run in the spring; and this time I took it a little bit more
seriously and won. It was a learning experience for me; you get
blindsided when you’re not looking around.
There were some parents who didn’t like that their daughters
and I were pursuing each other. And there was a prom I couldn’t
go to because the parents of my girlfriend didn’t want their
friends to see we were dating. But my experience growing up was
really idyllic, and I would want to do that again. Interviewed
October 3, 2020
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My mom and dad first lived in Marin City and they had my eldest
brother, Marcus, and when my mother’s father came unannounced
to visit her—an Italian man who was born in Italy, but spent most
of his adult life in Ohio—she was nervous because he was very,
very racist. My dad hid outside until he left. The next morning my
father said they should probably move to Mill Valley in case he ever
came back. So they tried to buy a home but they had a bit of trouble
because it was hard for a Black family to buy in Mill Valley.
Seeing the face of my white mother every day maybe made it
more comfortable to go to a school with predominantly white students, who knows? And if you don’t have a white parent, maybe it
forms biases and preconceptions if you aren’t treated the same as
your white peers. It’s such a fragile conversation, really it is. But
the bottom line is that a school has to be a place parents can trust
putting their kids in—a place and a school that people respect. I
never felt any void in my identity or lack of self. I don’t know if I
attribute that to my parents. I think I could have definitely known
more about some parts of my heritage, yes, but overall I was a
confident young person growing up.
If I’d been raised in Marin City I think about how my life trajectory would have been different. I’m not saying I wish my dad hadn’t
moved from Marin City. But I would have probably been a lot
more aware of who I was, maybe had a stronger sense of identity.
Interviewed August 7, 2020

Reino Cruz, Class of 1993
Reino Cruz grew up in Mill Valley. He is an executive chef, blog
author, and photographer.

Growing up in Mill Valley, I didn’t
really know what we had all around
us. It wasn’t until I traveled more
that I realized exactly how unique
this place was. Often, when I tell
people who grew up elsewhere
stories of us when we were younger,
by the time I even get to the
important part I’m getting looks like,
“You did what?” Between leaving
class halfway through to get lost
on Mt. Tam, “borrowing” some
Reino Cruz, 1993.
weed from a friend’s parent’s stash
and heading to Stinson Beach, or driving over the Golden Gate
Bridge to buy some booze from some dude making me promise I
was old enough, these just seemed like normal weekdays. Some
days, looking back, doing as much as we could unrelated to school
at school, it was a miracle making it through. Drinking in class,
smoking in the lush trees surrounding our campus, and just being
present enough to participate and pass. I’m pretty sure we were
the reason many rules were put into effect.

We were a diverse bunch, Tam High. Classmates with ethnic
backgrounds from all over the globe, and we all just rolled with
it. But between sports, chilling after school and on the weekends,
and life on campus, we all just got along for the most part, a
characteristic of our school that I didn’t know as unique until we
made our way around the county. Getting out and about, finding
reasons to wander around Marin, it didn’t take long to realize we
stood out like sore thumbs when it came to finding other places
to kick it up north. Like say Novato, which seemed like a road trip
when we were younger, wasn’t as used to brown and Black people
as we were on a daily basis. Fights, threats, rivalries—I think it
all helped contribute to why we bonded so tight at our school, a
commonality we couldn’t avoid. We were all together day in, day
out. Our school also did its best to help us celebrate our diversity.
Especially for that time. Interviewed October 2, 2020

Paul Austin, Class of 1994
Play Marin Founder and Executive Director Paul Austin is a longtime
resident of Marin City.

Before I started Tam High my junior
year, I signed up to be in Leadership
and attended a training down in
Santa Barbara. It was a good opportunity for us to just get to know one
another. So once school started, I
was part of the Leadership team. In
high school, we had a strong core of
kids from Marin City that really
stood for what we believed to be
morally and socially right.
Paul Austin, 2020.
I grew up in a time, the ’90s,
where if you said something that
was super disrespectful or ugly, yes, it might end in a physical
altercation. I also felt like we were able to have the uneasy
conversations at school around race and bigotry. Always knew
Black History month would be a time to celebrate our own history
and involve the student body. Assemblies highlighted different
cultures at Tam. Education at Tam is hands down one of the best
public school educations you can receive, like, it’s wonderful. Just
like a private school education, but going to a public school, so
you can’t really beat that. Because of sports, a lot of kids of color
had a platform. I remember literally hanging out on the green
grass at Tam with just about everybody. Like all different colors.
Different kids, different economic backgrounds.
My mother raised me to handle encounters of racial profiling.
Let’s say everybody partying at Sycamore Park. White people and
a handful of Black folks hanging together, the police then show
up, where does the attention get directed to? The few Black folks
there. They are questioned, separated from and singled out of the
crowd. This happened many times and it was up to me to use
what I was taught for handling it right. You try and make sure
that you’re equipped with the language and the behavior that you
need to make sure that you escape that situation.
Oftentimes we as people of color are perceived as the aggres-

sor, so we intentionally would say “yes” as much as we could and
comply with demands. It’s a tough place to be in, because our
counterparts, the white boys and girls, feel free to cuss, make
threats, and say whatever they want. They feel comfortable
enough knowing that they’re going to go home. We have never
been afforded that comfortability. I always feel like there could be
something negative that may come from this, being detained or
possibly being hurt, by the hands of the police.
And it didn’t even matter what position you might have held
either in your community or even out of town. It didn’t matter
how I was Homecoming King. It didn’t matter that I got good
grades. It didn’t matter that I’m one of the more sociable and
respected people out on the campus. They didn’t care about me
being an athlete. They didn’t even care that our friends had a
home literally not even 50 to 100 yards away that we can go to.
They wanted to make sure that you knew that Mill Valley was not
your city. I knew I had my rights, but I also knew that what we
were going through was so we can make it home. Plain and
simple. Interviewed August 3, 2020

Shimona Heaven Whyte, Redwood High Class of 2013
Artist Shimona Heaven Whyte grew up in Jamaica, Napa, Mill Valley,
and Ireland. She lives with her husband and son near Lexington,
Kentucky.

When I arrived from Jamaica at age
seven, I spoke Patois and it took
time for me to be comfortable in
English. When I started at Tam,
my English was still very choppy
in terms of my writing. Didn’t
know how to use commas, didn’t
know how to build paragraphs, so
yeah, I feel like, not just at Tam,
but very much at Tam also, I kinda
got swept under the rug a bit. My
Shimona Heaven Whyte, 2020.
dad is Jamaican, my stepmother is
American, and my mother is Irish.
So the social aspect of Tam, I got sucked into it because I was very
much trying to find where I fit in. Being in the classes with the
Black students, it was difficult in that they were all my friends. It
was a huge distraction. It was so fun at Tam, I loved it, but it was
really detrimental for my grades. I talked to my counselors probably every year, trying to get them to put me into a study hall class
because I saw that was helping other kids. And study hall was
more majority Black children, but also a couple of white kids that
were behind. So when I asked to be put into that class to actually
get the help I desired, they told me that it was full. I never was
able to get into these classes that were going to help me.
I didn’t want to leave Tam halfway through junior year. I had
pride, I was a Hawk. I didn’t want to go to Redwood, but
ultimately I knew it was better for my grades.
Redwood wasn’t as culturally diverse as it was at Tam. There
were a few Marin City kids, yes, but the difference between Tam
and Redwood is that at Redwood they’re very about their work. I
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was given that study hall class. It allowed us to really get the work
done. The teacher was amazing. I couldn’t get away with anything. She was on top of it. Our other teachers were corresponding with her, so when I got to sixth period she would tell me,
“This is what you have to do, and I need you to work on it, and
time management.” And I ended up graduating with A’s and B’s.
I was capable. I had gotten that far, but had I stayed at Tam who
knows if I was going to graduate? Interviewed August 14, 2020

Natalie Nong, Class of 2022
Natalie Nong is a budding artist and poet. She read her poem
“healing for the young asian girl” at the March 28, 2021, Mill Valley
vigil to protest anti-Asian violence.

People told me that Tam was an
inclusive and safe environment, but
when I got there in my freshman
year I was ignored. The student
population is a lot whiter than I was
used to at Bayside Martin Luther
King, where I went for K through
eighth grade. There wasn’t much
diversity in the culture at Tam, and
it was hard for me to feel recognized. That was pretty tough for
me. But there was the Students of
Natalie Nong, 2021.
Color Club, and a lot of my friends
from middle school were in that
club, so I felt real comfortable there. I also joined the Creative
Writing Club freshman year, and this year I run the club with my
friend Odessa.
I didn’t know about the [March 16, 2021] shootings at the
Atlanta spas until the morning after when the teacher brought it
up, and I struggled to get through the whole school day. I was
trying so hard to write a poem, because poetry helps me release
my emotions in a healthy way, but I just couldn’t get it right. I
was too emotionally upset to actually write anything. I was reading the news all day, trying to keep up with everything, and I
ended up overwhelming myself, so I told myself to take it slow
and take it easy.
That night I wrote a letter to myself that was healing, so that’s
why it’s called “healing for the young asian girl.” I originally
thought to keep it to myself, but my English teacher said that it
could be helpful for me to share my poem. So I shared it with the
Tam admin and staff at first and got a strong response, so then
I decided to share it on my social media, and that’s where all my
friends would see it and that really helped me, because my Asian
American friends were texting me and saying how incredibly
helpful it was for them to read my poem, that it was like having
their own emotions on paper. I felt there were people I could
connect to and talk to. And they made me feel less alone.
I think as I grow older I get more comfortable with who I am
and with my culture and my heritage. And I think the most positive moments are the moments where I feel my identity. If it’s
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just sharing with my teacher or my classmates about a
Vietnamese holiday, or sharing photos of when I used to go to
Vietnam to visit my family over there—any moments where I get
to share who I truly am with other people are the moments that I
feel the happiest, because I’m just being me, and I’m being comfortable with who I am. And I don’t want to hide that from people
anymore. Interviewed March 30, 2021

Jamaica Heaven and Sianne Carr, Class of 2023
Mill Valley natives Jamaica Heaven and Sianne Carr begin their junior
year at Tam High this fall.

Jamaica: At Tam there’s a ramp and
there’s a flat area and between
classes all the kids of color hang out
at the ramp, and there’s literally a
line, and the rest of the kids are
majority white, and so that’s a separation. I’ve grown up with most of
the white kids and gone to school
with them and that’s where I hang
out, but I’m also friends with the
Black kids. Others aren’t willing to
Sianne Carr (left) and
make that cross.
Jamaica Heaven, 2020.
Sianne: I think that if the kids in
Marin City got an opportunity to go to our elementary and
middle school, then it would benefit everybody because we would
have a more diverse class, and like, kids would see that everyone’s
equal, and there’s different skin colors and everyone can all learn
together and be in the same space.
Jamaica: At school little comments were said to me that made
me feel a little uncomfortable, out of place sometimes. You know,
things about like “your hair,” like “your skin color,” that type of
little stuff that I feel is unnecessary and just meant to chip at
you a little bit, like, “How do you do your hair? May I touch your
hair?” Weird questions like that. Like, how do you do your hair?
I do my hair like you do your hair! I’m the same as you, it might
be a little different, it might be a little pouffier, curly, but there
shouldn’t be questions like that because we’re all the same. We all
have hair, we all have skin.
Sianne: A thing I’ve noticed about Tam is about the N-word. I’ve
heard girls say [it] when I walked to school, N-word, N-word,
N-word. I don’t even use [the word], and for them to use it, it’s
just outrageous and it bothers me so much. And this year a lot
of the Hispanic kids think that it’s okay to use it, which it is not
if you’re not Black. It’s what white people called Black people to
imply they weren’t human, they’re not equal.
Jamaica: It was a slavery word, the background of the word is
definitely not good at all, it gives that image, that vibe of slavery.
When they say it, it’s really aggressive. White people, what does it
give you to say the word? is my question. Because I don’t think it
has any value, any value to it, to be honest.
Interviewed July 16, 2020

J.C. Farr, Tamalpais High Principal
J.C. Farr became the Tamalpais High principal on July 1, 2016.
Previously, he served as assistant principal of Menlo-Atherton High
School, assistant principal of Castro Valley High School, and teacher
and department chair in the West Contra Costa Unified School
District. Here he speaks about challenges faced by students and
teachers at Tam.

In most communities, students come from similar feeder schools
or they have interacted more, and so there’s often a higher level
of familiarity that students have with one another. They could be
from the same neighborhoods or attended the same schools or
played in the same youth programs or attended the same churches
or just interacted with one another more socially.
I find that at Tam, it is so spread with the beach communities,
with Marin City, with Mill Valley, and then with the private schools,
the kids are really coming from very, very different backgrounds,
with different cultures and experiences. And they’re coming
together at Tam, many for the first time and in ways where they
haven’t had experience with other children.
I think there’s the automatic assumption that if you are Black,
you’re from Marin City. I think Black students from Mill Valley
struggle with how to fit in. They’re not white so they don’t necessarily fit in with the groups that they may have been going to
school with; and then they’re not from Marin City either, so they
struggle with trying to find their social group. And it’s complicated.
When you get to high school, people have more sense of their
identity; social groups are formed and there may be a loss of an
earlier relationship. So I think struggling to work through those
dynamics is a challenge for Black students from Mill Valley.
We spend a lot of time with our teachers, too. Racial sensitivity
starts with coming to grips with their own racial identity and
understanding who they are as people, their lived racial experiences in developing the level of racial consciousness within themselves. Because a lot of times when you are dealing with white
people, they don’t see themselves as racial beings. It’s so normed
in our space that race is often otherized, as something that I am
as a Black man, but not them as white teachers. So we really try to
do a lot with helping them to understand their racial identity and
their whiteness, and how their whiteness then contributes to the
way that they set up their class, the interactions that they have
with students, the curriculum that they develop. And to inform
how they build relationships, and understanding that Black students have a different experience and perspective and therefore,
how you are programmed needs to be expanded to be sensitive to
a different culture.
And so we spend a lot of time talking about implicit bias and
about developing culturally relevant practices and curriculum.
But again, it’s a real challenge, because it’s easy to slip into whiteness. Like you have to be conscious of race all the time in order
to be sensitive, and it’s something that teachers don’t always
think about, right? They’re just thinking about teaching their
lesson without seeing it through a racial lens. But when you have
students from different races in your classes, you have to see it
in order to be sensitive to it. And I think most would want to be

Principal J.C. Farr with Tam High graduates, 2018. Courtesy of J.C. Farr.

color-blind, because initially that was maybe a safe way to look
at race: “Oh, I see all my students the same,” because you didn’t
want to be considered racist.
But now, we’re saying, “No, actually, denying a person’s race is
part of denying their experience and part of denying their humanity.” And training them to see it and view it as beautiful because
it brings a diverse perspective that represents a shift, an ongoing
conversation that we have. It starts again with some foundational
knowledge, norming the space to have conversations about race.
I think that was one of the biggest shifts culturally that I’ve made
while at Tam, making it a place where we have the conversation.
You cannot change something that you’re not willing to discuss
and talk about. But in order to do so, you have to create norms
and ways of being that promote racialized conversations. And
so that’s a process, because you do have to get everyone trained,
you’ve got to get everyone to agree to feeling uncomfortable as a
way to facilitate growth, right?
And no one wants to feel uncomfortable. There’s a desire to get
along and to be harmonious, but that doesn’t promote growth.
When there’s harmony, that promotes the status quo. It’s when
things are disrupted that it creates the potential for growth. And
so that’s what I’ve tried to do, and that’s how we try to work with
our teachers. Interviewed July 30, 2020
Abby Wasserman’s 45 years in journalism span both coasts, from Washington,
D.C. to northern California. In addition to five publlshed books, she was magazine editor at the Oakland Museum of California and developmental editor
at Boom: A Journal of California before taking the helm of Review in 2013.
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