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The Mill Valley Historical Society is pleased to present our latest REVIEW
magazine. Each story helps bring into focus an important contribution
of a Mill Valleyan who came before us and continues to shape our unique
community today. Interwoven through many of these vignettes is a
broader story about the vital role of immigrants coming to America and
helping to build our country—certainly not a new story, but nevertheless
a timely one, given the revived national debate on immigration stirred
by the recent presidential campaign and our new president.
The talented writers and editor behind these stories drew extensively
from primary materials, oral histories, interviews, original papers, and
photographs—much of which was collected and made available
through staff at the Mill Valley Public Library and volunteers with the
Historical Society.
In these first few months of my tenure as the Historical Society’s
president, I’ve gained a deeper appreciation and understanding of the
tireless efforts of volunteers, city employees, and advocates who make
this town run and keep it special. As part of our contribution to this
collective effort, the Historical Society board of directors is planning an
expanded range of programs and outreach, which we look forward to
rolling out in the coming year.
Thanks to the contributors to REVIEW, the volunteers who help bring
the publication to life, and our advertisers, who believe in what we do. And
of course, we would like to thank all of our members for their support.
Best regards,
Eric Macris
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cover: Aerial view of Mill
Valley Garbage Company
property, n.d. Unidentified
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back cover: American LaFrance Fire Pumper used to fight
the 1929 Mill Valley fire. Posing in vintage uniforms in 1978
were Battalion Chief Jim McClure, fireman Jim Miner, Ted
Homen, president of the Volunteer Firemen’s Association,
Jim Keane, and Greg Moore. Photo by Brian J. Bluth.
Courtesy Lucretia Little History Room, Mill Valley Library.
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Jan Jakob and Valborg “Mama” Gravander at the Marin Art and Garden
Center Fair, circa 1958. Photo by Robert Jakob. Courtesy Gerd Jakob.
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Uncommon Grace:
The Outstanding Legacy of

Shirley Hasley

W

hen Shirley Andrews began her teaching career at Park
School in 1966 she was definitely noticed. Cliff Waldeck,
who was to become Mill Valley mayor, was in her initial
fourth grade class. Asked recently what stood out about her then,
he quickly answered with a laugh: “She was pretty!”
That’s not what got the attention of some adults in town. One
of them, the parent of another fourth grader, wanted her child
pulled from the class because this new teacher was African American, the first Black teacher in the history of Mill Valley schools.
Then, like a bolt from the blue, Shirley, age 22, was flown to
New York, ensconced at the Plaza Hotel, photographed by Richard
Avedon, and featured in national ads for Coca-Cola.
“It happened this way,” Shirley says. “School was out one Friday
early in December and I was crossing Elm Street to the parking lot
on the corner. This man named Don Sherry was on the board of
directors of Coca-Cola and he lived in Mill Valley. He was driving
by on Blithedale and saw me crossing over to the parking lot. He
turned his car around, parked and came up and said, ‘Coca-Cola is

by steve mcnamara
doing a new campaign. It’s people saying, “If you don’t believe Coke
has the taste you never get tired of, ask a…” and then they will
have a fireman or a different occupation. You could be the teacher.
Are you interested?’”
“I said, ‘I guess so’ and he took a Polaroid picture and sent it to
New York. Early the next week there was a call for me in the school
office. They said they liked me and could I fly to New York right
away? I said no, I was getting married on December 17 to Jim
Hasley. The person in New York said, ‘It could be your honeymoon!’
But Jim was a manager for Mayfair Market in the city and he
couldn’t come.
“So I went by myself on December 21. Stayed at the Plaza Hotel.
Richard Avedon photographed me at his studio and The Dalton
School and riding a horse in Central Park. He said he would like to
photograph me for a spread in Vogue but I’d have to lose some
weight, ‘Because you photograph a lot heavier than you are.’ That
was a point that I wasn’t quite sold on. But
that was the beginning of quite a few sessions
for Coke and Kodak and Macleans toothpaste
and some others.”
Just like that, any parental grumpiness
about having a Black teacher in Mill Valley
vanished like a puff of smoke. To the contrary,
some parents angled to have their children
in Shirley’s class in hopes the kids would be
included in a future ad. They didn’t realize
that when children appear in an ad, they
are already pros, in the business with their
own agents.
So Coca-Cola and Richard Avedon
paved the way for Park School’s new view
of Shirley Andrews Hasley. But something
else turned her into a local legend. Barbara
Young, a teacher in the district (and future
superintendent) says, “Shirley was just a
devoted teacher. She has this wonderful
soft demeanor about her. And yet she is
very spunky; she has this great energy
and passion for what she’s doing. She
Shirley Hasley and her fourth graders,
her first Park School class, Spring 1966.
Unidentified photographer. Courtesy
Shirley Hasley.
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told me she had to work harder at proving herself because of her
color. She worked very hard.”
Bonnie Freiberg’s two daughters were in Shirley’s classes: “She
is wonderful! She is one of the best teachers they have ever had
and she had a huge following. The teachers in the upper grades
all vied to have Shirley’s students move into their classes because
Shirley had prepared them so well. When she retired the reception
was huge!”
And the fact she was African American? Cliff Waldeck says,
“She was attentive, serious, yet a very warm teacher. Her color
didn’t strike me as noteworthy.” Betty Goerke, whose son and
daughter were taught by Shirley, says, “When my children came
home and talked about Shirley they never mentioned that she
was a woman of color. When I finally found out about it I thought,
‘Isn’t that wonderful that they never mentioned it.’”
However, there were serious bumps in the road, from two
directions.

MARIN CITY AND BACK

In 1965 the Mill Valley District bussed some of its students to
classes in Marin City in a one-way experiment in racial accommodation. Many Marin City residents didn’t care for it. The fact that
Shirley Andrews came along with the Mill Valley kids was especially
galling. She was seen as an Uncle Tom. The tires on her car were
slashed and sugar was poured into her car’s gas tank. “I was told
not to be in Marin City after dark if I knew what was good for me.”
After a year the bussing experiment ended and the Mill Valley
students returned to Mill Valley schools. In a house near Park
School a room was for rent. When Shirley approached the owner
he declined, saying the neighbors might object. Then he changed
his mind and offered her the space. When the neighbors found
out, rocks were thrown through windows of the house and the
owner was warned that a cross would be burned on his front lawn.
“That was a heavy cross,” Shirley remembers. “That frightened
me. I wasn’t prepared to do that fight alone. I’d been taught by my
family not to ruffle feathers, to turn the other cheek. So I continued
to live in the city.”
That sort of encounter would have caused many people to
start their career elsewhere. Not Shirley. She says, “It grounded
me,” and she plunged into teaching at Park School. “On my first
day a little boy said, ‘Oh, when my mom sees you, is she going
to be mad!’ I’m thinking the worst. I ask, ‘Why do you say that?’
He says, ‘Because she worked all summer to get brown and she’s
not nearly as brown as you are.” And that parent who wanted
her fourth grader pulled from Shirley’s class because Shirley was
Black? “She later became one of my best friends.”

GROWING UP REMARKABLE

Shirley’s outlook embraces love of a challenge, quietly fierce determination, and the ability to handle situations with uncommon
grace. She has been this way since childhood, a quality she credits
to her remarkable parents, who raised 13 children of their own plus
some 250 foster children on the outskirts of Bakersfield. All her
siblings except a sister with Down syndrome went to college—five
of seven boys to USC on track scholarships.

The Coca-Cola ad that made Shirley Hasley an instant star at Park School.
The ad was printed in Jet and Ebony magazines. Photo by Richard Avedon.
Courtesy Carl Laur and Shirley Hasley.

Ellis and Cora Andrews moved from Oklahoma to California
when Shirley was an infant, the second of the 13 (her license plate
still reads “2NDOF13”). For 15 years her father worked on the
large commercial farm of Antongiovanni Brothers. The children
spent backbreaking time in the fields, weeding and chopping
cotton. When the first children started high school the family
purchased a house on a three-acre parcel. For the first time they
had indoor plumbing. Another feature was a very long table, used
for meals and for serious homework time, boys on one side, girls
on the other. In the early ’60s Ellis left the commercial farm to
start his own janitorial service.
The family was guided by a strong faith in God, a feeling that
there is a divine plan for everybody. “We were always told that
God would protect us, there was a plan. And we were taught that
all should give and serve.” Their church in Bakersfield was the
Evening Light Saints Church of God, the same denomination that
their parents had attended in Oklahoma. The strictly well-mannered Andrews family filled up a pew, a parent at each end. The
mostly Black congregation was not friendly, which had an impact:
“The feelings that I harbored for a long time of being ostracized—
they made me really strong.”
Shirley and her siblings attended primary school at Panama
School, the only Black children there. In fifth grade a new student
objected to being placed in a room that contained a “nigger.” The
principal insisted that was the only space open. The other students
said, “Shirley is our friend!” Later, says Shirley, “That girl became
one of my best friends.” By eighth grade Shirley was class president.
At her high school, newly built South High, Shirley was a
standout. “Fooling around and not going to class was not in my
blood at all.” She was given the honor to help pick the yearbook
5

Shirley Hasley with a purse and necklace
from her chicken collection. She inherited her
mother’s collection and has been adding to it
ever since. Photo by Andrea Riesenfeld.
Ellis Andrews relaxing with his daughters,
Bakersfield, n.d. Shirley, the eldest, is at top.
Unidentified photographer.
Both photos courtesy Shirley Hasley.

name and the school colors, and like her very athletic mother
(nicknamed Fleetfoot), she excelled in track and field. “I saw tennis
for the first time, and I went out for that team too. I had to learn
the sport from scratch and I ended up being No. 1 in singles and
doubles. That was quite rewarding. There was never a point when
I said, ‘This is just too tough.’ There were always the rewards that
made it more than worth the struggle.” She was also on the debate
team and in student government. Shirley represented South High
in Sacramento as a delegate to the Girl’s State Convention. Plus,
she was class valedictorian. “My parents always said, whatever
you want to do, go for it. Just make sure that you do a good job.
Even if it’s being a janitor, be a good janitor. Do it so it fulfills you
as a person.”
Once again there was a racial issue: “All my friends at primary
school had been white because all the students but me were white.
I kept them as my friends at high school. That bothered some of
the Black students at high school—that and the fact I was in the
college prep classes. I was seen as Uncle Tom.”

T h e Path to Teac h ing

After high school Shirley went to Bakersfield Junior College for
two years, traveled with the debate team, and had a campus radio
program called “Collegiate Close-Up.” Shirley’s prominence was
noticed by Gabe Solomon, a law partner of Willie Brown’s. The law
firm offered Shirley a scholarship to San Francisco State, and Willie
arranged for a lot more. He squired Shirley around San Francisco’s
thriving Black nightlife scene in his red sportscar and introduced
her to legends such as Nancy Wilson and Ella Fitzgerald.
Shirley had planned to become a speech therapist, partly
because of the challenges faced by her younger sister with Down
syndrome. To become a speech therapist she needed an elementary
school credential. Loving those courses, she switched her goal to
becoming a teacher.
6
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Graduating teachers at San Francisco
State could take a chartered bus and visit
districts that were hiring. Crossing the
Golden Gate Bridge, entering Marin
through what would soon become the
Rainbow Tunnel and stopping first in Mill
Valley, Shirley thought it looked like paradise, with deer and
lush grass on the hillsides. She spoke with Superintendent Bob
McConnell, who sent her to Park School to meet with Principal
Glenn Skelton. “I told him, ‘I really want to be hired for what I can
do, and not as a token.’ He said he was very impressed with my
résumé and he hired me right then and there.”
During her first year at Park she married Jim Hasley; they
divorced in 1973. Their daughter, Johle, lives in Modesto and has
three children of her own.
Shirley married Frederick Wright in 1991 and moved into his
house in Tam Valley, where she still resides. Frederick died in 2010.
In May of 2016 she married Carl Laur, a retired administrator
with Golden Gate Baptist Seminary and previously, Dominican
University.

O ri g i n s

When her mother died in 1995, Shirley inherited some of her
chicken memorabilia. From that modest start has hatched an
astonishing collection. There are chicken-embossed glasses,
chicken plates, chicken napkin rings, chicken place mats, chicken
artwork and several hundred ceramic chickens of all sizes. Shirley
isn’t exactly sure how it came to pass—“I just got totally immersed
and made it my passion.”
That partially explains her email address, which is “ptchicken.”
The “pt” part is another story. In 2000 Chrysler introduced the PT
Cruiser. Shirley says, “I happened to see one going down Highway
101. The retro look grabbed me.” The kids in her classes learned
this and word traveled to their parents. So just before Shirley
retired in 2003 parents got together the down payment for a
bronze-colored PT Cruiser.
Shirley retired after a 38-year career in Mill Valley, and as a
treasured No. 1 on the teachers’ seniority list. Her devotion to
young people traces back to the remarkable record of her parents,
who took in some 250 foster children, even building themselves a
new home with nine bedrooms they called “The House of Others.”
Says Shirley: “My parents were the go-to people for any child
nobody wanted, the tough cases. If they were troublemakers the
word was, ‘Take them to the Andrews.’
“When these foster kids came in it was our job to pray for

them and give them love. Most of these kids had not had that.
They would find out that we cared for them, and there was always
something to eat. You could tell who were the new kids. We had a
huge commercial refrigerator that was always full. The new kids
would sneak in, take food and hoard it under their beds, anyplace
they could find. They came from not knowing where their next
meal was coming from.
“My parents were amazing. Once they were selected as the
Parents of the Year and went to Sacramento to be honored by
Governor Reagan. They were very humble. Just to look at them
you would not think they had the kind of passion to give hope to
strangers, but they did. My dad was six feet, probably over 200
pounds. Very quiet, hardly ever said anything, but when he spoke
you listened. ‘Turn the other cheek’ was for them derived from
their deep religious connection. I believe they passed on to all of
us a mission to volunteer and to help others. Our parents told us
all that there would be roadblocks in our paths and that we would
have to persevere.
“Our family founded the Andrews Scholarship Fund in honor
of our parents. I’m president of that. Ellis and Cora would always
do their best to help anyone connected with The House of Others
continue their education. Each year awards are given to graduates
at South High School and West High School in Bakersfield.
Recipients are chosen because they are the first in their families
to graduate high school, and because they are active in voluntary
service within their communities. They receive up to $2,000 each
for their freshman year in college.”

Library: “I think the one goal that I had when I was teaching was
to make sure that I always gave 100 percent to whatever I was
doing. And a lot of times—well, actually, most of the time—I felt
that I had to be better than most teachers even to be recognized. It
seemed like always a burden was on me to have the best bulletin
board. I guess I lean toward the perfectionist spectrum. That
made teaching for me a little bit harder. That’s part of me, but also
being Black added to that so there was a certain stress level that
was always there.”
Shirley’s life after teaching is very much an extension of her
full life beforehand. Says Bonnie Freiberg, her close friend of more
than 35 years: “There is so much good in Shirley that she can’t
help but bring it out in others.” This happens in a remarkable
number of ways:
• The Teddy Bear Tea of entertainment and treats that delights
children of members and friends of the Outdoor Art Club, which
Shirley and Bonnie have organized for 15 years.
• She also serves with the local Salvation Army, the Marin Retired
Teachers Association, and PEO—an international organization
providing scholarships to women.
• A Roving Pastoral Care Team with her husband, Carl. After communion service at their church, Miller Avenue Baptist, they take
communion to invalids and shut-ins.
“She’s a lovely woman, an amazing woman,” says former Mill
Valley Schools Superintendent Barbara Young. “And when you
think of the racial things she went through in liberal Mill Valley,
it’s pretty astounding.”

T wo - Pa rt Inventi ons

Shirley Andrews Hasley’s oral history can be found in the Lucretia Little History
Room at the Mill Valley Library.

Two aspects of Shirley’s teaching career were novel. First, her
students journaled every day, even in first grade. “It was inventive
spelling, but they could tell you a lot. I would read their entries
and encourage them in their journals daily.”
Her second innovation was the assembling of large quilts that
she and Bonnie Freiberg made with the students every year. Many
were auctioned off by the PTA. Among the most notable of the
quilts is an extravagant dragon. Each scale is the handprint of one
of Shirley’s third graders. It was done on the 100th anniversary
of the City of Mill Valley in 2000—the Year of the Dragon—and
hangs in the Mill Valley School District office. Small wonder that
Shirley won both the Terwilliger Award, given for environmental
teaching achievement, and a Golden Bell Award, given by the
county school district for teaching excellence.
Difficult moments in Shirley’s life had a way of turning out
well. A case in point was her transfer, after 26 years at Park School,
to Edna Maguire School. There is an ongoing conflict among
educators about how best to teach reading. Shirley had taught
using the phonics method for her entire career during all her
years at Park School. When a new principal arrived in 1991 with a
rival method, Shirley was eased out at the tail end of the school
year, beyond the reach of any upset parents, and reassigned to
Edna Maguire. At first she was devastated, then she realized she
loved her new school, where she happily spent another 12 years.
Shirley summed up her teaching approach to Carolyn Krauss,
who in 2007 interviewed her for an oral history at the Mill Valley

Veteran journalist Steve McNamara was owner, editor, and publisher of the
Pacific Sun for 38 years, until 2004. He is a 2010 recipient of a Milley Award
for Contributions to the Community. He and his wife Kay live in Mill Valley.

The Dragon Quilt (detail) made by Shirley Hasley’s third graders at Edna
Maguire School in 2000, with assistance from Bonnie Freiberg. Pupils’
handprints make up the dragon’s scales, and self-portraits adorn the border.
Events in Mill Valley History were super-imposed over all. The quilt hangs
in the vestibule of the Mill Valley School District Office.
Photo by Abby Wasserman.
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Roque Moraes
and Early Portuguese
Immigration
to Mill Valley
In 1904,

when young Roque Moraes
disembarked from the ship
Peninsular in New Bedford, Massachusetts, he was
following a path established more than a generation
earlier that would lead him to Mill Valley, California.
Barely 21 years old, he had left his home in the “freguesia” (civil
parish) of Santo Amaro on the north coast of the Azorean island of
Pico to build a new life in the United States. His family owned dairy
lands and vineyards on the mountain slopes above his home town,
but there were limited opportunities in the Azores for the young.
Like many of his countrymen, he emigrated to join a relative,
his older brother Manuel. For awhile, Roque joined Manuel working at the new California and Hawaiian sugar refinery in Crockett,
but soon moved to Marshall on Tomales Bay, where he found
work in a dairy. Soon after that, he moved to the rural area east of
Mill Valley now known as Scott Valley, where he became one of
three partners in the Alto Ranch. Set on the green slopes west of
the valley near what is today the intersection of Camino Alto and
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by lissa mckee and michael moyle

Azalea Drive, the ranch was established by 1871. Gradually buying
out his partners and bringing in relatives to help him work the
ranch, Moraes would remain there for 36 years.
Like many dairies across southern Marin County, the ranch
was operated almost entirely by Azoreans, although the land was
owned by others, in this case the Deffebach family—the heirs to
that part of John Reed’s Rancho del Corte Madera del Presidio
which included all of the Tiburon and Strawberry peninsulas, plus
parts of Mill Valley and Corte Madera. The Deffebachs owned the
property well into the 1940s.
The Alto Dairy was well situated near the main surface roads
leading to Sausalito, Tiburon, San Rafael, and Mill Valley. That
transportation advantage, critical to get fresh milk to market, was
enhanced by the North Shore Railroad, which had long since laid
track across the marsh to the south and established several
stations along its rail line on the way north from Sausalito to
Corte Madera and beyond.

FROM CHASING WHALES TO MILKING COWS
Starting in the 1800s, Portuguese immigration to the United States
concentrated in two areas: New England and California. This pattern developed as a result of the New England whaling business.
Whaling vessels would regularly stop in the Azores on their way
to the whaling grounds and, while there, would customarily add
Azoreans to their crews. Some of those individuals found their way
back to the New England home ports (most notably New Bedford
and Fall River), while others, beginning as early as the 1840s, traveled on whaling ships to California, with some never leaving.
Those early whalers who found themselves in California soon
saw that San Francisco, with its population explosion during the
Gold Rush, provided a ready market for dairy products, and that
nearby Marin, with its cool moist climate and long growing season
for feed, was very conducive to dairy ranching. As a result, they
began to encourage family members and other fellow Azoreans to
join them. A focus on dairy ranching was a natural choice given
the long history of dairy ranching in the Azores.
The relatively small scale of the new ranches made them
affordable as tenancies to those with limited capital. It was a
labor-intensive operation that required a half-dozen to a dozen
men to manage the stock and to milk the cows. On the small
southern Marin ranches, the cows were usually milked by hand

into the 1920s. Twice a day, the cows would be gathered in open
corrals, where they would be tied to a fence for milking. The milk
was poured into shallow pans and cooled in water. The cream was
allowed to rise to the top, then skimmed off and churned into
butter. Stock development was critical. Profit was largely invested
in expanding the herd and rarely in any construction that did not
serve a practical function. The Azorean immigrant was particularly
adept at subsisting on terrain that was relatively more rugged and
less fertile than the other dairying areas of Marin County. Family
and ethnic connections enabled them to succeed and eventually
to often acquire and retain ranch property for generations.
THE AZORES
Most all of the early Portuguese emigrants to California were from
the Azores (“Açores” in Portuguese). First discovered in 1427, the
Azores are located in the North Atlantic Ocean about 900 miles
west of mainland Portugal. The nine islands in the chain—Corvo,
Flores, Graciosa, Faial, Pico, São Jorge, Terceira, São Miguel and
Santa Maria—are volcanic in origin and lack abundant level land
for agriculture. Although settled by a diverse group of Portuguese,

OPPOSITE: Roque and Virginia Moraes with their daughter, Marie, taken c.
1933. The photo was taken in Sausalito on the day of the IDESST Holy Spirit
Festival. Courtesy Marie Moraes Filippi.

The Alto Dairy, circa 1925. The view is to the northeast from a spot that is
approximately at today’s intersection of Camino Alto and Azalea Drive.
Scott Valley would be in the background of the photo. Roque Moraes can be
seen standing with his hands on his hips. His brother, Tony, is at right (to
Roque’s left). Courtesy Marie Moraes Filippi.

A circa 1935 advertising
poster for Marin Dell (the
Marin Dairymen’s Milk
Company, Ltd.). Image
courtesy of PBA Galleries.

A painting of the town of Santo Amaro on the northeast coast of the
Azorean island of Pico, the home town of both Roque and Virginia Moraes.
This painting hung in the family home for many years. Courtesy Marie
Moraes Filippi.
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Flemish, and other colonists, centuries of relative isolation created
a homogeneous agrarian society by the mid-1800s. They were
devoutly Roman Catholic, which supported conservative values.
Farmers and common laborers constituted 80 percent of the
population in 1900. The average person lived in a small village
with limited communication with even the nearest village on the
same island. Kept poor by a system of land tenure that required
intensive labor, the ambitious were often compelled to emigrate.
A MARRIAGE SIGHT UNSEEN
Like Roque Moraes, Virginia Simas was also from Santo Amaro,
although they had not known each other as children. Her grandchildren remember her remark that as a child it was proper for
her to stay indoors and learn to crochet, but she would rather have
been outside playing with the boys. This apparent adventurous
spirit led her, in 1909 at the age of about 18, to leave home and
travel to New Bedford, Massachusetts, where one of her sisters
was already living. She supported herself as a cook for a local
family and as a seamstress in a shop. The Moraes and Simas
families were acquainted and, presumably, it was through this
connection that Roque and Virginia were first in touch. Without
ever having met, Roque proposed marriage to Virginia in 1924,
and she accepted. So, in October of that year, Virginia left New
Bedford and traveled alone by train across the continent to be met
by Roque with an engagement ring in hand. Within days they were
married in San Jose, California, presumably at the Portuguese
National Church, where the mass was celebrated in Portuguese.
From there it was back to their new home on the Alto Dairy and
the start of their married life in Mill Valley.
At the time Roque and Virginia were married, the wife of one

The 1931 IDESST Holy Spirit Festival at which Marie Moraes, age 3, was
a queen. The photo was taken on Bulkley Avenue in Sausalito just below
St. Mary’s Star of the Sea Church. Roque Moraes holds the crown with
which Marie would be crowned at the Festival Mass. Marie holds her
father’s hand. Courtesy of IDESST Sausalito Portuguese Cultural Center.
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of the Alto Dairy workers was doing the cooking for the dairy crew.
However, Virginia did not care for her cooking and so with her
several years of experience in the kitchen in New Bedford, she
took over the cooking responsibilities. She made hearty meals
and baked her own sweet bread.
Their daughter and only child, Marie, was born three years
later in 1927. Marie remembers little about the operation of the
dairy, being a sheltered and adored daughter surrounded by
family. Over the years, one of her mother’s brothers and one of her
father’s brothers worked at the ranch. They all spoke Portuguese
at home. Marie only learned English when she attended school.
She remembers her father as a man of few words who only spoke
when he had something important to say. He had little leisure
time, but when he did, one of his few pastimes was working on
algebraic problems.
The family attended Our Lady of Mount Carmel Catholic Church,
which had been founded in 1893 in Mill Valley. They were also
active in the IDESST (the Holy Ghost Society) in Sausalito. In 1931,
when Marie was only three years old, her father won the honor of
having his daughter crowned Queen of the annual Holy Ghost
Festival. Virginia thought that Marie was far too young for the
responsibility, but Roque said “she will do it.” Marie’s Aunt Christina
made her a small paper crown, and her father marched beside her
in the Festival parade carrying the traditional Queen’s Crown.
A CLOSE-KNIT COMMUNITY
The annual Pentecost Sunday celebration of the Festa do Espírito
Santo (Holy Ghost Festival) was brought by the Portuguese immigrants from the Azores. It was first held in Sausalito in 1886 and
continues today to be the main social occasion of the entire year
for the Portuguese community from Sausalito and the surrounding
areas. In fact, before World War II, the event continued over two
consecutive weekends, and in the days before automobiles rural
families would often spend the entire period camped out on the
hillside near the IDESST hall on Filbert Street. The celebration
was so prominent that it was described in detail in the local press
each year. The following is taken from an article in the Sausalito
News of 1898 reporting on that year’s festival:
“…The procession was headed by Richardson’s band, followed by
sixteen head of cattle adorned with flowers, ribbons, and fancy papers, and driven by fifteen vaqueros. Then came men, women and
children in decorated wagons. On Tuesday eight of the cattle were
slaughtered and distributed among the poor and friends throughout the county. The remaining eight were killed yesterday and will
be used at the festival on Sunday….Early on next Sunday, the feast
of Pentecost or Whit Sunday, the devout portion of the Catholic
community can receive holy communion…at 11 o’clock the solemn
national Portuguese celebration commences. The Sodality of the
Holy Ghost, bearing in its midst a crown and headed by the band,
will march in procession from the Society’s hall to the church. After
mass and a sermon in Portuguese the crown is placed upon the
head of an innocent maiden and the procession returns to the hall,
where the young girl resigns the crown and it is deposited in the hall
as a sacred emblem of the faithful. The social features commence
down in the basement with a bountiful banquet, after which the
‘Chamarita’ is danced, and continued until nearly midnight.”

This annual gathering provided a welcome respite from the
isolation of dairy ranching, with its long hours and constant
attendance to the herd.
Virginia Moraes belonged to a women’s Catholic lodge, the
SPRSI (Sociedade Portuguesa Rainha Santa Isabel) founded in
1898 to honor Portugal’s Queen Isabel. It was both a social and
charitable organization. Roque Moraes, like many ranchers,
belonged to the UPEC (União Portuguesa do Estado da Califórnia),
another fraternal organization founded in San Leandro in 1880 to
protect and ensure the rights of those of Portuguese descent.
These connections among the Portuguese dairy farmers carried
over into the Marin County Dairymen’s Association, organized in
1895, the same year that the California State Dairy Bureau was
created in response to growing public concern over the potential
for milk products to transmit diseases such as tuberculosis, diphtheria, scarlet fever, and typhoid. The focus concentrated on the
location of dairies near towns, contaminated water, filthy barns, and
unsanitary milking equipment. In 1897, the Sausalito newspaper
covered a statewide meeting of dairymen to discuss inspections
for tuberculosis and the possible need to condemn cattle. A 1909
article in the Mill Valley Independent notes that the Board of Health
was inspecting boggy areas near markets, dairies, and stables
near the downtown for conditions that would spread disease.

One of the Northwestern Pacific Railroad’s trains headed north towards
the Alto Tunnel, having just departed the Alto Station and just passing the
entrance to the Alto Dairy. Courtesy David Cutting.

Dairymen complied with the new standards or risked fines or
the loss of their herds. Marie remembers that her father’s ranch
built a creamery and installed a pasteurizer. He was also one of the
first in the area to invest in milking machines. Historic photographs
of the 1950s indicate that the Alto Ranch had been upgraded at
some point with a new hay barn, a sanitary barn, and other structures. Presumably, these expenses were borne by the Moraes family.

Aerial view showing the Highway 101
intersection with East Blithedale and Tiburon
Boulevard. The construction work underway
at the intersection was on the site of what
was the Louis Moraes Dairy, sometimes
known as the Tiburon Wye Dairy. The Alto
Dairy is visible in the circle. Courtesy of the
Lucretia Little History Room, Mill Valley
Public Library.
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Walter and Marie Filippi and their four children taken around 1960.
From left to right, Janet, Paul, Marie, James, Walter, and Regina.
Courtesy Marie Moraes Filippi.

END OF AN ERA
In addition to those developments that were increasing the
expenses of the dairy business, by the 1920s Marin County was
losing its geographic advantages. The Central Valley, with its
abundant and less expensive real estate, improvements in transportation, and the benefit of economies of scale, became the
emergent dairy region. The Portuguese continued their prominence in the industry and began to settle in greater numbers in the
San Joaquin Valley rather than along the more heavily populated
coast. Trucking had replaced rail and boat transportation, and
dairy products could be shipped from all over the state.
The Great Depression created further challenges. Ranchers
responded, where possible, by improving their facilities to become
more profitable Grade A dairy operations. The relatively small scale
of southern Marin County operations limited their ability to implement extensive modernization. Many joined the Marin Dairymen’s
Milk Company, a cooperative formed in 1929 by Roque Moraes,
Anthony Silveira, and other prominent Marin dairy ranchers.
Marketed as Marin Dell (later acquired by Foremost Creamery),
the company enabled many to survive this period. Marie Moraes
remembers that, as one of the directors of the new company,
Roque made monthly trips into San Francisco for board meetings.
Although the Azorean dairymen in Southern Marin operated
primarily as tenants, whenever possible they took the opportunity
to purchase property. An early example of this was another prominent local dairyman, John Dias, who acquired some 214 acres on
the ridge west of Tamalpais Valley from the Tamalpais Land and
Water Company in 1898. In 1904, he purchased about 20 acres in
Homestead Valley, where he built Hill Ranch. His 1917 obituary in
the Mill Valley Record noted him as a wealthy rancher, a member
of the board of directors of the Bank of Mill Valley, and a prominent
leader in the Portuguese colony of the region.
In 1941, Roque was able to buy what was referred to as the
Wilkins Ranch, some 140 acres located southwest of the Tiburon
Wye on the State Highway. The dairy at the Tiburon Wye had been
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operated for years by Manuel (“Louie”) Moraes (also from Santo
Amaro, although no relation to Roque). A few years before that,
the family had moved from the Alto Dairy to a new residence
on Mountain View Avenue, where they owned their own home.
Marie remembers her father retiring from active ranching during
this period, so he may have leased out the Tiburon Wye ranch, or
employed dairymen to operate it.
Still, an era was ending. In 1956, the State of California purchased the site of the Tiburon Wye ranch complex in order to widen
the highway. In 1954, as Mill Valley expanded outward with the
postwar suburban development, Moraes sold the pastureland that
would be part of Enchanted Knolls in Mill Valley. The street leading
into the neighborhood and past the park was named for him. The
southern Marin ranches that had been owned and operated by
families with names such as Bello, Bernard, Bettencourt, Borges,
Brazil, Cunha, Dias, Fontes, Machado, Martin, Mattos, Pimentel,
Ponte, Santos, Sequeira, Silva, Silveira, Terra and others disappeared, though many Portuguese Azorean ranches still operate to
this day in other parts of Northern California and the Central Valley.
In May, 1950, Marie Moraes married Walter Filippi, who was
also descended, on his mother’s side, from Azorean immigrants
from São Jorge (the Moniz family). They raised four children
who fondly remember their Nana and Vovo (grandfather in
Portuguese). Although Roque Moraes passed away December 9,
1963, family history is a source of pride and interest to his grandchildren. His granddaughter, Regina Filippi Garcia, just returned
from a visit to Santa Amaro, where she noted that people still
gathered to share community meals. She recalls that Roque and
Virginia liked Marin because it reminded them of Pico, where the
mountain rises from the shore of a vast blue sea.
Special thanks go to the members of the Moraes family, in particular Marie
Moraes Filippi, Regina Filippi-Garcia, and James Filippi, for sharing their story
and photograph collection.
Lissa McKee is a public historian and environmental planner, a fifth
generation Californian, and a Mill Valley resident for 30 years.
Mike Moyle, a retired attorney, was born on the Big Island of Hawaii but
has lived in Sausalito for almost 40 years. He is active with the Sausalito
Historical Society and heads the History Committee at the IDESST Sausalito
Portuguese Cultural Center, which will be placing a supplemental set of
photographs related to this article on its Facebook page.

Signpost at the intersection of Roque Moraes Drive and East Blithedale in
Mill Valley. There is also a Roque Moraes Court. Photo by Michael Moyle.

THE MILL VALLEY GARBAGE COMPANY, founded by an immigrant
from northern Italy near the turn of the 20th century, stood where the
Middle School and bike path are today. For more than 40 years, until
October 5, 1956, trash and green waste were unloaded and burned
there, usable discards sold for reuse, garbage dumped, meat animals
raised, vegetable gardens tended, and two families lived their lives.
The business, now called Mill Valley Refuse Service and headquartered
since 1968 in San Rafael, is 110 years of age and still going strong.
Garbage collection is an essential utility. During World War II, our
government gave garbage companies priority to receive rationed
goods such as fuel and tires and even food. For health reasons, refuse
pickup can’t be stopped. Yet at the turn of the century, the work of
“Scavenger,” the common term then for a garbage collector, was a
profession only Italian immigrants would touch.

by abby wasserman
Giovanni (John) and Palmira Biggio with their son Adolph, age seven, and
an unidentified friend (at left). Photo by Vitalini, San Francisco (“The Oldest
Italian Photo Studio on the Pacific Coast, est. 1881”). Courtesy Alfred and
Beverly Brichetto.
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COMING TO AMERICA | In 1903 Giovanni Giuseppe Biggio
(born 1872) embarked for California, leaving behind a wife and
young son in Costa di Soglio, Italy. He docked in New York,
crossed the country by train to Oakland, and boarded a ferry
boat to San Francisco where Italian countrymen helped him find
work. He rented a room in a boardinghouse and was hired at the
Spreckles Sugar refinery beneath Portrero Hill. After a year he
had saved enough to buy two horses and a wagon. He quit the
refinery and established a business selling coal and wood around
the city. Confident in a living, he sent for his wife Palmira and
son Adolfo. They left Le Havre, France, on September 24, 1906
and arrived in New York on October 5th. Like Giovanni, they rode
the train cross-country and took a ferry to San Francisco. It was
already six months after the earthquake and fire of April 18th,
but Palmira recalled seeing smoke rising from the devastated city
as their ferry boat approached. Her husband’s boardinghouse
had burned down, but he had saved his horses and wagon; thus
he could respond when the Army put out a call for all those with
a method of transport to carry emergency tents, blankets and
food from ships to the Presidio and Golden Gate Park, where
displaced people were camped. He rented a four-room apartment
on Varennes Street in North Beach, but Palmira didn’t like the
roughness of the neighborhood, so they moved to Larkin Street.
When an ad appeared in La Italia, the city’s Italian language
newspaper, that Mill Valley was looking for a scavenger, Giovanni
saw an opportunity. He learned that the current scavenger, a 41year-old immigrant from Genoa named Carlo Varney (née Varni),
with a small wagon and one horse, couldn’t handle the volume
generated by the town’s growing population, which had swelled
after the earthquake. Moreover, his wife Teresa, according to their
great-granddaughter, Valerie Varney Gellner, “didn’t want her sons
to grow up to be garbage men,” and urged him to give up the job.
Giovanni submitted a bid and won the contract. He paid Varney
for the business but declined the older man’s horse and wagon.
Carlo delivered ice for a time, then according to his granddaughter,
Toni Varney Battles, retired to the family home at 160 Miller Avenue
“to stay in the barn, make wine and listen to opera.” (In 1920, his
son Antonio opened Varney’s Plumbing and Hardware in downtown Mill Valley, and Antonio’s brother John became a partner a
few years later. Varney’s was a popular local business until 1995.)
MILL VALLEY | The Biggio family, horses, and wagon crossed to
Marin County in 1906 or 1907 (the date is uncertain) by ferry boat,
debarked at Sausalito, and entered Mill Valley. They rented a
house on Lovell Avenue and pastured their horses on surrounding
land. Giovanni adopted an American name, John, by which he is
known on official papers, although some newspaper accounts
refer to him as Giovanni until 1932. He worked on his English as
he established relationships with customers. The labor was hard,
with long hours and only one assistant, traversing Mill Valley’s
steep, narrow streets, picking up garbage, trash, and anything else
habitants put outside to be hauled away. Garbage was dumped
directly into the wagon or onto large squares of gunny sack
material, hoisted for transfer to the vehicle. Items were separated
into what local junkmen would buy or that could be reused.
14
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Davide and Mary Biggio in Mill Valley, circa 1955. Photographer unknown.
Courtesy Dave and Anna Biggio.
Mill Valley Garbage Company bill from 1962.
Courtesy Dave and Anna Biggio.

Palmira Biggio had little opportunity to learn English.
She took care of her home and family, prepared Italian food,
followed Italian customs, celebrated holidays with Italian
friends. She attended Our Lady of Mt. Carmel Catholic
Church. Her children, Adolfo (Adolph, born 1900) and Elena
(Eleanor, born 1910), grew up American, attending local
elementary schools. Eleanor graduated from Tamalpais High
School, but Adolph went to work after completing eighth
grade. “The family must have thought getting right into the
work force was more important than education for 13-yearold boys,” Adolph’s granddaughter, Anne Adams, says.
Owning the Mill Valley Garbage Company didn’t mean
sitting in Giovanni’s Miller Avenue office giving orders. From
the first, he labored as hard as his hired workers, who over
the years were Italians, including members of his own family,
then African Americans and Hispanics.

BROTHERS AND PARTNERS | Back in Italy Giovanni’s
younger brother Davide (b. 1886) wrote his brother that he
wanted to join him in America. Giovanni applied for a visa
and Davide arrived in Mill Valley in 1911. He moved in with
his brother’s family and began scavenger work while doing
odd jobs on the side, most memorably building the arch,
along with students, at the entrance to Tamalpais High
School, for which he earned a dollar a day.
Davide had wanted to emigrate earlier to the U.S. but his
mother begged him not to—she’d lost one son to America
already—so he stayed and was conscripted into the military.
“But he wasn’t much of a soldier,” his son Dave says. “They
finally sent him down to southern Italy where there was a big
earthquake [the 7.5 magnitude Messina quake, 1908], and
he got a medal for bravery. But the minute he got out of the
service, he said ‘I’m going to America’.”
He was 26 when he arrived in Mill Valley in 1911. Giovanni
put him to work and a few years later made him a partner.
THE DUMP | Up to 1912, the garbage was dumped in a site
which was inadequate to the City’s needs, and it was up to
Giovanni to find a new expandable site. He identified one on
a stretch of border marshland south of the county highway
(now Camino Alto). The owner, Jessie Sollom, had inherited
it from her parents, who received it as part of a Spanish land
grant. She and her husband Cuthbert agreed to rent the
Biggios 38.73 acres. The relationship was satisfactory and
Giovanni offered to buy the parcel but the Solloms preferred
to give the company a 10-year lease. They changed their
minds midway through the lease, in 1921, and sold the
Biggios the land for $800. Giovanni and Davide built two
homes side by side next to Camino Alto and moved in.
LA FORTUNA | It was a good living. By 1918 John and Palmira
were well off. They purchased a Stutz Bearcat seven-passenger
touring vehicle and a trim garbage truck with solid rubber
tires and chain drive, narrow enough for Mill Valley streets.
Adolph started raising pigs. Eleanor took piano lessons and

joined Camp Fire Girls. In this land of bounty, they dug clams
in the tidal marsh and hunted for wild mushrooms in the fall.
The garbage business never faltered, and the family prospered.
Davide reported for duty with the American military
during World War I but was not sent overseas. In 1920 he
returned to Italy and brought back Rosa Chiesa, whom he
married in San Francisco. The brothers took on a third partner, Rosa’s first cousin, Pietro (Peter) Raggio.
The Italians say, “Nessuna vita è senza sofferenza.” No life
is without suffering. Rosa died in childbirth along with her
infant in 1929, and there was more tragedy to come.
In October 1931, the Biggios invited scores of friends to a
celebration of Giovanni’s birthday and a planned family trip
to Italy with his wife and daughter. A huge hog was killed
and a butcher was hired to make sausages and roasts; many
guests gathered early to watch him work. The meat was
contaminated with the trichina parasite. Guests sickened
and four people died, including Eugenio DeMartini, 36, who
owned the scavenger business in Sausalito, and Giovanni
himself, after a long and painful illness. Providentially, Davide
and a friend had decided to leave the party for San Francisco
before the meat was served.
According to two articles in the Healdsburg Tribune,
Giovanni died on February 2, 1932 at St. Francis Hospital in
San Francisco. Some 10 days earlier the Tribune had reported
that 500 pounds of sausage were seized by the authorities
at the Biggio ranch and burned, and 300 hogs, apparently
fed on garbage collected from Mill Valley and Corte Madera,
were slaughtered as a public health precaution.
Giovanni’s one-third share in the Mill Valley Garbage
Company passed to his widow, who hired a manager to
represent her. The planned trip to Italy was cancelled.

A CHANGE IN FORTUNE | “Fortuna verrà di nuovo”—good
fortune will come again.
In 1934, Italian friends in Mill Valley offered to take
Eleanor, then 23, to Italy, and Davide decided to accompany
his niece. They stayed for an extended period in the Province
of Genoa, up the valley from Chiavari, where the family
owned land. One day, as Davide walked through the town of
Casareggio, a statue of Santo Antonio suddenly dropped
from a window onto the street. He picked it up, knocked on
the door of the house, and met Maria Ghirardelli. The young
woman, refusing proposals from local suitors, had prayed to
St. Anthony to find her an American husband. Ultimately
despairing and blaming the saint for it, she tossed the statue
out the window. That’s the story she told her children.
However, one wonders, knowing how word spreads in a
small town, whether Maria, spotting the American visitor
from her window and helping St. Anthony along, tossed the
statue like a dropped handkerchief!
Before Davide could bring home the woman who would
be known as Mary in America, the Italian Government
wanted assurance that he could support her. So he wrote
to the mayor, chief of police, and banker in Mill Valley for
15

testimonials, and they all wrote letters to Italy attesting to his
good character and earning power.

A DIFFERENT KIND OF PLAYGROUND | Davide’s and Mary’s
children, Catherine (born 1936) and Dave (born 1938), enjoyed a
privileged childhood. “It was a great place to grow up with wonderful parents as role models,” Catherine says. “I remember that my
dad was always very generous with everyone and loved to drive us
on field trips.” For her brother there was freedom and adventure.
“Our house was nearest the creek, on the edge of the marsh,” Dave
says. “We built wooden rafts and would go in the creek—half the
time they would fall apart. My dad would take me on the trucks,
we’d go and dump the garbage. There was an old man who’d collect
money when people would bring trash to the dump; when he wasn’t
there I’d go down, charge 25 cents a load. When I was about 12, my
dad said, ‘See if you want to run the bulldozer.’ My dad was sitting
next to me. We met a truck out in the dump on those dirt roads,
and both thought the other was going to stop. We plowed into the
truck! That was my playground. I’d go down where the trash
dump was and see what kind of things I could find. Sometimes I’d
find nice toys; I never did have to buy new ones. Sometimes they
would dump brand new comic books. I had a big collection of
them. It was a playground different from any other place, of
course.” The family coaxed a vegetable garden out of the clay soil
(“we carried big sacks of manure home on the running board of
my father’s Cadillac”) and kept chickens, rabbits, pigeons, and a
nanny goat that charged at Dave whenever he came near.
Alfred Brichetto, Giovanni’s grandson, agrees that it was a
boy’s paradise. He and Dave are almost the same age, and growing
up in San Francisco where his mother, Eleanor, moved after her
marriage, he looked forward to weekend visits to Mill Valley.
“Mary would say ‘don’t play in the dump, you might get hurt’—
but we would go. I remember a burnt odor, though I don’t
remember seeing an actual fire.”
Dave Biggio and his sister Catherine with the family’s 1936 Cadillac La Salle.
Photo circa 1950. To the left is the narrow wooden bridge that rose over
the old railroad tracks; to the right, the old PG&E plant. Unidentified
photographer. Courtesy Dave and Catherine Biggio.
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Gardeners would bring in brush and other green waste during
the day to an area on the property where Mill Valley’s sewage
disposal plant is today. A company partner would arrive at two in
the morning, set the fire and extinguish it by six a.m. Thin wisps of
smoke might be seen when morning came, but seldom actual fire.
Al’s favorite pastime was target practice. “You couldn’t own a
BB gun in San Francisco—I would see Red Ryder gun ads in comic
books and I wanted to have one so bad. My only exposure was when
I visited Davey. We’d shoot bottles with BB’s to see who would
break the bottles—that would be the winner.” Dave also shot rats
with a .22. The wet garbage was covered over every day with dirt
hauled from the hillside at East Blithedale and Camino Alto, but
rodents were always present. After closure of the Mill Valley dump,
garbage was taken to Richmond and eventually to San Rafael.
Despite the fun, freedom, and the fact that his father soon was
wealthy enough to buy investment property in San Francisco,
Dave says being a garbage man’s son had social drawbacks.
“Italians were in the garbage business because nobody else
wanted to do it. Someone would ask what my dad did, I’d say ‘My
dad’s a garbage man’ and kids’d go ‘Euw!’ They thought I was
scum of the earth. It was really a shame, it was kinda rough in
school. But my dad was proud of the business and so was I. He’d
offer to carpool on school field trips because his hours were
different than the other fathers. Back in those days, people had
summer homes here who’d lost everything during the Depression.
When my dad emptied the garbage can, he’d put a gallon of
homemade wine in the can. He used to plant basil, and he would
cut a bunch and wherever they’d empty a can and he knew people
were hurting, he’d leave basil for them, things like that. For the
longest time, people remembered that.”

MOVING ON | In 1939 Palmira Biggio sold her one-third share of
the Mill Valley Garbage Company to Albert Dondero (1909-1980),
who was married to Maria, daughter of Giovanni’s sister Luigia.
The next year Palmira and Davide officially divided the land into
parcels, Parcel B to Davide and Mary and Parcel A to Palmira and
Adolph, who was allowed to retain operation of his hog farm.

Eleanor and Adolph inherited Palmira’s share upon
her death in 1961 at the age of 86. She had long since
left Mill Valley to live with Eleanor in San Francisco.
Adolph remained in Mill Valley. He built a house
at 83 Locust Avenue, hiring his old friend Antonio
Varney to put in the plumbing. Adolph and his wife
Emily were married in 1925 and had one daughter,
Bernadette (born 1927). Her children, Anne Marie
Adams and Paul Mulligan, grew up in Kentfield.
“Our grandfather Adolph was a big part of our
lives,” Anne says. “He was with us almost every day.
He was always working on something and could fix
or grow almost anything, possibly from his experience growing up on the Biggio ranch and his time
working as a machinist in San Francisco. I think in
many ways he was like his father. My mother,
Bernadette, was very young when Giovanni died, but
she says he was a gregarious man, and she liked him.
She still has a little typewriter he bought her. She
remembers visiting Palmira at the ranch, eating
polenta and pasta, and being given a piece of bread
with butter and sugar instead of a cookie.”

PARTNERS IN THE
MILL VALLEY
GARBAGE COMPANY
1906-2017
Giovanni (John) Biggio
Davide Biggio
Pietro Raggio
Gene Schenone
Nesto Schenone
Al Dondero
Benny Ratto
Til Marchini
Louie Ratto
Vic DeMattei
Jack Perone
Romolo Iavarone
Jake Frick
Julio Dami
Marin Sanitary Service
Bay City Refuse
Dave Biggio
Dave Della Zoppa
Jim Iavarone
Ray Dami
David Biggio

OUT ON THE JOB | Dave Biggio worked for his
father all during his youth, holding other jobs concurrently. Some
of his best memories involved Ben Guise, the company’s first
Black employee, with whom he was often paired on collection
runs. “Ben lived in Homestead Valley, he had a house there, a
family. Everyone in town knew Big Ben. If you wanted to know
gossip about the town, he knew everything. He was a gentleman.
We were picking up at the radar station up at Mt. Tam once, and
Ben picked up a can, there was a rattlesnake under it. Ben was
six-foot-four. He lifted up his foot with his size 16-17 shoe, and
whacked the snake. The snake didn’t like that and took off!
“Ben was strong. We went to Ft. Cronkhite where they had
these heavy metal cans full of slop. He would pick them up, I
couldn’t budge them. One day we were going up Miller Avenue.
I was backing the truck up and clipped a motorcycle that was
standing with other motorcycles. It fell, and the next, and next,
about 20-30 bikes, like dominos. And then we went to a service
station there, I’m backing in, I didn’t see the flagpole and hit it
dead center. Old Ben’s laughing, he said, ‘They’re not going to put
us together again.’ He retired before I did and moved down to the
south, Alabama I think. I called one day because somebody told
me he was very sick. I talked to him. He could hardly talk. I think
he died the next day. He was like a brother. He was a good man.”
Dave finished his story in tears.
Among the partners of the Mill Valley Garbage Company over
the decades, one of the most colorful was Romolo Iavarone (19212015). A favorite story had to do with an encounter with a dog and
its over-indulgent owner. The house was high up Summit Avenue,
and he’d never had a problem with the animal. One morning its
owner was outside and the dog grew protective, biting Romolo on
the hand and drawing blood.
“I told her, I said, ‘Ma’am, give me a Band-Aid.’ She said, ‘No,

he didn’t do that.’ I said ‘Ma’am, he just bit me.’ ‘No,
he didn’t.’ I said ‘Okay.’ So she wouldn’t give me a
Band-Aid. I came back down, went to the attorney’s
office, Bob Andresen, and I told Bob, I said, ‘I don’t
want to hurt her; it just burned me up, she wouldn’t
give me a Band-Aid.’ He said, ‘Well, sue her.’ I said,
‘No, I don’t think so.’ He said, ‘I’ll handle it.’ He sued
her for $200 and her insurance company didn’t say
anything, they paid him right away. I didn’t want the
money. I wanted a Band-Aid! From then on, whenever that dog was there, I had my barrel and chased
it. He never came by.”

SUMMING UP | The long-term success of the
Mill Valley Garbage Company/Mill Valley Refuse
Service, Dave Biggio believes, is due to continuity.
Virtually all the partners have been Italian
American; and three of the current owners inherited
their partnerships from their fathers. The workers,
too, go way back.
“It’s like a family up there,” Dave says. “Most of
the guys working 20-30 years, now their kids are
working, which is a good thing, because it gives us
a good supply of people working for us. You treat
everybody like human beings, you treat them like you want to be
treated. I’d say out of all the years I spent there, maybe three guys
I probably had problems with. Everybody likes to be treated well.”
Looking back on his many years in the business (he retired in
2010, almost a century after his father first arrived in America),
Dave says one of the saddest moments in his life was after donating 20 acres of their land to the City and being forced by eminent
domain to sell the rest for the Middle School site, he watched his
family home being demolished. One of his happiest moments was
when his son, David, decided after four years of college to join the
garbage business.
Environmental awareness has affected the way garbage is collected, and disposal has become more specialized, controlled, and
sophisticated. Composting is encouraged. The trucks, Dave says,
are pollution-free. The cans have handles for lifting (although
wrist problems are more common now among the workers). Innovations and improvements continue.
Today, Mill Valley Refuse Service employs 55 people and covers
all of southern Marin. The process has become more mechanized
but the human element remains the same. Citizens here realize
the importance of reuse and recycling and understand that the
storage capacity of our planet is limited. One day we may be at
zero waste, but that day is still a very long way off.

Thanks to Anne Adams, Dave and Anna Biggio, and Alfred and Beverly Brichetto
for sharing their families’ stories and helping to fact-check this article. Lorraine
Iavarone’s oral history, in which her husband Romolo tells colorful stories about
garbage collection, is in the archives of the Lucretia Little History Room.
Abby Wasserman is REVIEW Editor. “The Dump” was still a feature of the
local landscape when she was a child in Mill Valley. Her brother John was a
classmate of Dave Biggio’s; and the father of her friend Jean Marchini was
at one time a partner in the Mill Valley Garbage Company.
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Lucretia!

by stephanie krames

ll Mill Valley public school third-graders 		
are introduced to history by doing a research
project on Mill Valley using sources provided by the
Library’s History Room. Learning about where they
come from becomes part of each student’s own life
story. How Mill Valley came to be, the forces that
shaped it, why people settled here, and how the town
has changed inevitably shape the children as they
shape each Mill Valley resident, whether we know it
or not.
Until 1951, Mill Valley wasn’t much interested in
its past. Although the town was incorporated in 1900,
it took a petite woman with a heart-shaped face and
spectacles to change things. Lucretia Hanson Little,
the founder, major archival donor, and namesake of
the Lucretia Little History Room, decided to begin
collecting with an eye to creating a place for Mill
Valley to treasure its history.
Mill Valley’s unofficial historian was born in
Alexandria, Virginia, in 1908, the oldest of five
surviving children. Her father, Charles Hanson, had
been an adventurous young man, leaving his home in
Evanston, Illinois, to seek his fortune searching for
gold in the Alaska Yukon. Remarkably, he survived the
harsh conditions for seven years (Jack London only
lasted two). When Charles returned home, he married
Lucretia Garfield Kays, nicknamed “Crete,” in 1906.
Born in the small town of Memphis, Missouri and
named Lucretia after the widow of assassinated
President James Garfield, Crete was valedictorian of
her high school class and a graduate in biology and
chemistry from Northwestern University.
Upon graduating, she earned her Phi Beta
Kappa key, eventually teaching science and
mathematics prior to her marriage, although
throughout her life her first love was writing, a passion she would share with her oldest daughter. She
was a member of the Women’s Christian Temperance
Union and the Women’s Suffrage movement. Her
daughter Lucretia once remarked that “I don’t ‘belong’
to women’s lib; I was born into it. . . . My mother was
marching in parades in Washington, D.C. for the vote.
I knew about Susan B. Anthony and Carrie Chapman
Catt and all the rest when I was in kindergarten.”

MILL VALLEY’S FIRST HISTORIAN

Lucretia M. Hanson, 1925. Possibly her senior photo from
Tamalpais High School. Unidentified photographer.
Lucretia Hanson (circled) in her 1920-21 Summit School
class picture, Mill Valley.
All photos courtesy Robert Greenwood Little.
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EARLY LIFE IN MILL VALLEY

The family moved often for Charles’s work, and World War I
brought them to San Francisco. When the war ended he worked
as a special agent for shipping firms. Wanting to be near nature,
the Hansons moved Mill Valley in 1919, when Lucretia was 11.
Lucretia’s childhood memories included walking through her
neighborhood on wooden sidewalks, “as only the downtown walks
were paved then,” and watching her mother cook on an oil stove,
“since gas had yet to come to Mill Valley.” The family took long
walks in the hills of Mt. Tamalpais, hiking down to Willow Camp
(now Stinson Beach). It’s easy to picture her walking from her
home at 157 Lovell to Summit School down the street, where she
excelled at her studies. She was precocious from an early age. Her
mother wrote that when Lucretia “was 4 years old we bought an
old typewriter and taught her to use it. When she was 4 and a half
she played ‘Holy Night’ on the piano at our Christmas party. At 6
she won a medal in a declamatory contest. At 8 she began to make
a costume scrapbook, and from then on our home was likely to
swarm with youngsters, all being bedecked for a pageant or a
parade under her direction and instigation.”
After graduation from Summit School (she was valedictorian),
Lucretia attended Tamalpais High School. In 1926, she enrolled in
the first class to enter Marin Junior College (the future College of
Marin), taking classes at the old Butler estate in Kentfield before the
college’s Kentfield campus was built. From there, she followed in
her mother’s footsteps and undertook, along with two girlfriends,
the 2,000-mile drive to Evanston, where the girls enrolled at
Northwestern University. Lucretia entered the School of Speech
and excelled at debate and writing.

A FAMILY CRISIS

During Lucretia’s time away from home, her father suffered from
the disabling effects of influenza from the pandemic of 1918. By
1927, he was bedridden and unable to work, later developing
Parkinson’s Disease. Crete undertook to nurse him while facing
the daunting prospect of being, at 46, the sole breadwinner for her
family. She was eventually hired by the Mill Valley Record, where
she was employed as a journalist for 33 years, evolving into a
community leader. She was often described as being in the know
of “who’s who and what’s what” in town, a talent her daughter
would inherit. Charles Hanson died in 1947 at the age of 70.
As her mother’s role in Mill Valley life grew, Lucretia sought
her own path. She married in 1936, leaving Northwestern before
graduating to support her new husband, Robert Little, for three
years while he worked on his accounting degree. She accepted a
position as the assistant to Ida B. Wise Smith, the president of the
Women’s Christian Temperance Union. As a speech writer and
author of many articles for the organization, Lucretia traveled the
country for conventions, launched the 1939 Centenary Celebration
of the WCTU founder, Frances Willard, worked for the issuance of
a stamp honoring Willard, set up national WCTU archives, and
served on on the organization’s board of directors, one of the
youngest women to do so. (Having taken the message of the WCTU
to heart, as an adult Lucretia drank very little alcohol, although
she was devoted to her Kools cigarettes.)

The Charles H. Hanson family on
July 9, 1944. Lucretia is at left,
her mother is next to her in black
suit and her father is seated.
Her son Bob is the toddler in the
front row and her brother, Karl
Hanson, stands fourth from left.
Inset: Crete Hanson at her desk
at the Mill Valley Record, where
she worked for 33 years as a
journalist.

Lucretia resigned her CWTU position at the end of 1939. Her
husband had received his college degree, and she agreed to accompany him while he worked for different companies as a traveling
auditor. For two and a half years they traveled all over the United
States, then returned to Evanston. Their son, Robert Greenwood
Little, named for the Greenwood Inn, where they were lodging,
was born in 1942. Late the following year Lucretia’s husband was
inducted into the Army, and during the war, due to marital conflicts over finances and infidelity, Lucretia obtained a divorce.

COMING HOME

In 1950 she returned to Mill Valley, where her eight-year-old son
could be raised among her relatives. Similar to her mother (and
her mother’s mother, who was widowed early), Lucretia became
the sole support of her family.
Lucretia and Bob moved into a sparsely furnished apartment
above an automotive repair garage on Miller Avenue near the bus
depot. They used orange crates for seating at first, as money was
tight. While her son attended Old Mill School, Lucretia worked at
several jobs, but it was upon learning some news from the
Independent-Journal that she made a life-changing decision. As
she remembered later, “The City Council of Mill Valley had met
the night before and [the] deputy city clerk had become upset
because the council proposed to cut her salary. She had risen up
from her seat and left.” Lucretia quickly composed a résumé and
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went to meet the new mayor to apply for the job. He didn’t even
ask if she could type; he hired her on the spot.
Lucretia arrived at her first council meeting as deputy city
clerk in the fall of 1951. She spent the next 23 years recording
all the events, disputes, and commentary of the Mill Valley City
Council as it shepherded Mill Valley into the future. Everyone
appreciated her because she was available and took her community’s needs seriously. Politicians relied on her over the years
because her history in Mill Valley was so deep. She knew what
had been tried, what had worked, and what had failed.
Mill Valley was changing rapidly. Lucretia witnessed the
dramatic transformation of her small village to a small city. Every
change, from the most incidental to the greatest, inspired her to
work to preserve, protect, conserve, and record the history of Mill
Valley’s quickly vanishing past. With a surprising tenacity for
collecting the vestiges of her town’s story, Lucretia found a
life-long purpose as its unofficial historian.

valuable historic documents that were considered disposable by
staff bent on cleaning out files. The historic maps of Mill Valley in
the History Room’s collection were saved by Lucretia in just this
way. One mayor, finding her rummaging through his wastepaper
basket one late afternoon, recalled asking, “What are you doing,
Lucretia?” She replied, “Mayor, you throw away some very important papers!” He later remarked to an interviewer, “Now you know
how we got our archives!”
In 1951 Lucretia purchased an old home at 40 West Blithedale
Avenue. Refused a bank loan because she was a single woman,
Lucretia borrowed the money from a lawyer to buy the house.
City Council meetings often ran long, and living close by offered
Lucretia easy access to her office. Her son remembers her returning home late at night, sometimes after 11 p.m. During the following decades, their modest home was the unofficial repository of
Mill Valley’s history. Lucretia refused to let her son remove any of
it, even when it appeared to him to have become a hazard.
She expanded her efforts to preserve and share the history of
“MRS. MILL VALLEY”
Mill Valley by helping to start and support the first “History of
While deputy city clerk, Lucretia wrote many speeches for seated
Marin” class at Tamalpais High School; by forming the Mill Valley
mayors, usually about the history of Mill Valley. She remarked that
Oral History Committee that began the first recordings of longit made her start to seriously research and document material to
time Mill Valley residents; and by extensively researching the life
ensure the accuracy of her work. She became a member of The
and family of early settler John Thomas Reed, the recipient of the
Bancroft Library, working closely with the California Historical
Spanish land grant that covered much of Southern Marin includSociety, Belvedere-Tiburon Landmarks
ing Mill Valley. She wrote several
Society, Marin County Historical
pamphlets on Southern Marin history,
Society, and others, as well as ramping
including “The Mill That Shouldn’t
up her efforts to collect historical
Have Been,” referring to Mill Valley’s
materials, artifacts, books, and maps—
Old Mill, published by the City of
materials others often thought were
Mill Valley.
redundant or useless.
Enthusiastic about her research,
“My mother,” her son Robert said in
Lucretia shared it willingly with
a recent phone call from his home in
others. Betty Goerke, author of Chief
New Mexico, “was big on rescuing stuff
Marin, A History of Marin County’s
before it got discarded. I remember in
Namesake and his People, remarking
our home were piles of newspapers for
on Lucretia’s generosity, recalls
researching articles on Mill Valley
meeting at the Littles’ home, where
history, old phone books for searching
they pored over Lucretia’s rescued
old family names and addresses, voter
maps of old Mill Valley to locate
registration logs, bookcases full of old
remnants of Coast Miwok life.
books on California, cabinets full of
Lucretia delivered talks on the
folders, a number of paintings, and
history of Southern Marin to local
Spanish artifacts. The big problem was
historical societies, social, and
that she didn’t drive, she always had to
educational groups. In preparation for
plead with other people to get them to
the 1967 Sesquicentennial of Mission
take her places for her research.” Robert
of San Rafael Arcangel of San Rafael,
recalls waiting outside the iconic Lyford
she spent two years traveling around
house, where John Reed’s daughter
California in search of paintings of the
Hilarita had lived, which was soon to
early mission in both museum and
be moved by barge to Tiburon from Mill
private collections, resulting in the
Valley, while his mother searched the
completion of a comprehensive
rooms for historic material.
pictorial catalogue. In addition, she
Lucretia with Fire Chief Leslie "Nook" Armager and
Lucretia was legendary for her
completed the first chapter of a book
Bernard Grethel, 1967. The occasion may have been to
preservation efforts: dumpster diving
on the mission, a chapter of which,
honor Grethel's long service as a volunteer fireman.
in the city hall parking lot to retrieve
“There’s a Mystery to the Mission,”
Photo by Philip J. Planert.
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was published by the Independent-Journal. The archives of her
detailed research are housed in a four-drawer file cabinet in the
mission’s basement.
In the summer of 1969, Lucretia was in Canada and New York
investigating the elusive history of Dr. Lyford, Hilarita Reed
Lyford’s husband, for a history of the Lyford House, solicited by
the Audubon Society, which was located in the historic home after
its move to Tiburon.
During this time Lucretia’s role in the community was
recognized in an unexpected manner. At the end of a speech she
had written for the sitting mayor about Mill Valley history, he
scooped up Cascade Creek water in a tin cup and “christened”
Lucretia as the City’s Historian. The proclamation was formally
announced at a city council meeting on November 3, 1969.
In 1973, at the age of 65, Lucretia retired as deputy city clerk
after composing 27 fat volumes of meeting minutes, working
through the tenure of 10 mayors, innumerable city councilman,
and many city managers and city employees. Her retirement party
was packed with civic colleagues, well-wishers, family members,
and, touchingly, her 90-year-old mother, Crete. It was on this
occasion that Lucretia was first introduced as “Mrs. Mill Valley.”
Far from finished, Lucretia Little eventually compiled the
research and documentation to support the listing of Rancho
Olompali on the National Register of Historic Places in 1973.
Later, when the National Parks Service initiated a nationwide
search for historic sites, she chaired the project for Mill Valley.
Her most important goal was the creation of a Mill Valley
“heritage library,” a place to house its artifacts and papers. She
convinced the Mill Valley Public Library to dedicate a room in its
basement, formerly used for book storage, for that purpose. After
her retirement, she made it into her work space, bringing with
her a portion of her collection. From her basement office she
planned to write three books on the history of Southern Marin,
expand the oral history program, complete the list of historic Mill
Valley homes, and incorporate a heritage council as a nonprofit
corporation. This would become the Mill Valley Historical Society.
In 1975, Mill Valley’s Bicentennial Committee was formed to
commemorate the city’s 75th anniversary. Parades, history

Lucretia (front, left) with City Hall staff, 1960. To her left is outgoing City
Treasurer Edward Daniel. To his left is incoming Treasurer William Rutherford.
Unidentified photographer.

displays in local business windows, floats, bands, and a month of
events, lectures, and festivities were planned. The committee’s
number one goal was to bring the History Room to fruition. Initial
funding came from the Buck Fund, and Dorothy Peavey, the
History Room’s first part-time employee, was hired to catalog
Lucretia’s materials.
Within a year Lucretia, now 67, experienced dramatically
declining health. Chronic atherosclerosis made it difficult to walk
or use her hands, forcing her to turn projects over to her dedicated
supporters. Eventually, needing family support, she moved to
Sonoma to live with her sister and brother-in-law. This might
have put a lesser person’s plans at risk. But not Lucretia’s. She was
determined to be present to witness the formal opening of her
“heritage library,” the Lucretia Little History Room, at a dedication ceremony in June of 1977. She attended in a wheelchair. Her
ideas for preservation and citizen participation were evident in
the History Room: the use of the original, but refinished, 1911 oak
tables and shelves from Mill Valley’s Carnegie library on Lovell
Avenue; a wheelchair-accessible walkway to be built by Tamalpais
High School industrial arts students; the glass doors etched with
the profile of her beloved Mt Tamalpais; citizen volunteers on
hand to transcribe oral histories; indexed issues of the Mill Valley
Record; and a budget authorized by the Mill Valley City Council for
the room’s construction, with a salary for a librarian-coordinator.
Five months later, just 12 days before she was scheduled for
surgery, the ailing but persevering Lucretia wrote a note to her
friend, Dory Bassett, asking her to visit an exhibition of paintings
that might contain Mill Valley as a subject.
Lucretia Hanson Little died on November 18, 1977. Fittingly,
her memorial service was held at the Mill Valley Library. She was
interred in the Hanson family plot at Mill Valley’s Fernwood
Cemetery, on a high hill overlooking her beloved city.
Thanks to Betty Goerke for her help and guidance in the research of this article
and Robert Greenwood Little for sharing photographs and memories.
Mill Valleyan Stephanie Krames’s last article for REVIEW was “Boyle Park: A
Legacy” in the 2016 issue.
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COLLECTING FOR THE FUTURE
View of the Lucretia Little History Room, Mill
Valley Library, with some of collection’s artifacts
on display. Photo by Abby Wasserman.

by cate mayfield
n the lower level of the Mill Valley
Public Library is a relatively small,
unassuming room. Visitors to the
Library who tend to beeline to the latest
bestsellers, or who are accustomed to going
to and from events in the downstairs
Creekside Room, may unknowingly pass it
by, but for others, the room is one of the
most valuable places around.
On a given day, the Library’s Lucretia
Little History Room might have a fiction
writer pouring over Tamalpais High School
yearbooks and Mill Valley Record microfilm,
soaking in the people and events of 1960s
Mill Valley as research material for his
latest novel. Or perhaps the History Room
will play host to an author writing a new
book about the history of the Mt. Tamalpais
& Muir Woods Railway, or about the Coast
Miwoks who were this region’s original
inhabitants. The History Room also sees
many casual visitors who stop in to see
what the collection might contain on the
history of their homes, family members, or
local topics, such as background on the
Alpine Club or the Old Mill.
The History Room today contains a
precious trove of materials because of the
contributions of our namesake, former
Mill Valley Deputy City Clerk Lucretia
Hanson Little, as well as unique additions
from the Mill Valley Historical Society,
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local organizations, and people like you—
Mill Valley and Marin residents, past and
present, who have donated old photographs, correspondence, artifacts, and
other materials documenting Mill Valley
history. To continue to grow and diversify
the collection, we want and need your help.
Next time you’re decluttering at home, we
hope you’ll take a moment to consider that
some of your old Mill Valley things—
school yearbooks, maps, brochures for
local businesses, and more—might be of
informational value to researchers.
Thirty years ago when the History Room
first opened, the bulk of the collection came
from Lucretia Hanson Little. Outside of
her official role, Little collected documents
that Mill Valley City Hall saw as redundant,
but which she felt had historical value. In
addition to those documents, Little contributed scores of historical photographs,
artifacts, early Mill Valley maps, artwork,
her extensive personal research on the
area’s Mexican land grants, including land
grant owner John Reed, and much more.
She passed away six months after the June
1977 opening ceremonies for the History
Room, and right around the same time, in
December of 1977, the Mill Valley Historical
Society was formed. Ever since, the
Historical Society has played an important
role in contributing to the History Room.
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The organization has gathered firsthand
stories of life in Mill Valley through oral
history interviews, conducted historical
resource inventories of historic homes, and
contributed documents, artifacts, and other
materials. The Society has also played a
significant role in conducting and furthering research into a wide variety of topics.
In addition to research for the Historical
Society Review, which debuted in 1979 and
since 1981 has been published annually,
the Historical Society and its members
conduct extensive research for the annual
Walk into History, a walking tour illuminating the history and stories of different
areas of Mill Valley. The Review and Walk
Into History guidebooks are both archived
in the History Room.
Throughout the years, scores of individuals, businesses, and organizations have
also added materials to the collection.
Local homeowners bring in photographs
or research they have conducted into the
history of their homes; Dipsea Race
winners have donated their trophies; and
volunteers in various civic organizations,
such as Clean Mill Valley and Bloomathon,
have contributed correspondence and
papers documenting their work.
The materials described above make up
a combination of primary and secondary
sources, both of which are incredibly valu-

restructuring of the Lucretia Little History
Room in 2014, launching infrastructurebuilding projects aimed at reorganizing
and making the current collection of
materials more accessible. In 2015, we
launched a new online collections website
(millvalley.pastperfectonline.com) that
now features hundreds of photographs,
dozens of oral histories, and other archival
materials from the History Room.
The infrastructure-building projects
the Library has undertaken have made it
possible for us to move forward with
actively adding to our collection and
seeking new acquisitions. We’re photographing the Mill Valley of today, and will
be reaching out to local organizations and
businesses to add more materials docu-

menting their heritage to our collection.
We’re asking you to help out. Do you
have firsthand resources that speak to a
very personal aspect of Mill Valley history?
Family diaries, letters, photographs, or
other materials that you’ve collected over
time? Or do you have artwork, artifacts, or
paper records that document some portion
of Mill Valley’s past? The Lucretia Little
History Room is dedicated to preserving
and making accessible Mill Valley’s collective history. Growing the Lucretia Little
History Room over the past 30 years has
been a truly collaborative effort. We call on
you to share in our mission for the benefit
of future generations.
Cate Mayfield is the History Room Librarian at
the Mill Valley Public Library.

CALL MATERIALS
FOR

able for researchers, students, and others.
Primary sources, such as the photographs,
oral histories, and correspondence in the
collection, provide firsthand accounts about
persons or events. In the study of history,
these are materials created under the time
of study. The Library of Congress describes
these sources as “the raw materials of history.” Secondary sources, meanwhile, typically interpret or build upon primary source
materials. These sources are often scholarly
books or articles, such as Barry Spitz’s Mill
Valley: The Early Years or the articles in this
very publication. The writers have scoured
a variety of primary sources in order to
provide a fresh take on their subjects and
present their findings to you, the reader.
The Mill Valley Public Library began a

You know what they say: One man’s trash is another man’s treasure. If you’re
planning to do a Marie Kondo-style decluttering anytime soon, please keep the
History Room in mind. We would appreciate the opportunity to have, or create a
digital copy of, your memorabilia. Here are some of the things we’re looking for:
• Letters or correspondence that illustrate life in Mill Valley during past decades.
• Personal papers of prominent locals who have made contributions to Mill
Valley’s civic or cultural life.
• Artwork depicting Mill Valley or Mt. Tamalpais by notable local artists
(i.e., Ray Strong, Ludmilla Welch, or others).
• Information about your house—when it was built and who built it, and stories
about the people who live(d) in it.
• Did you attend the Fantasy Fair and Magic Mountain Music Festival on Mount
Tam during the Summer of Love? Or did you go to other local concerts or shows
during the era? We’re looking for photographs or paper material (concert flyers,
tickets, programs, etc.) documenting Mill Valley’s music scene, particular during
the 1960s and ’70s.
• Do you own a business or help lead a club or organization in town? We’d like
to add your photographs, documents or artifacts that tell the story of your
organization’s history.
Contact History Room Librarian Cate Mayfield, cmayfield@cityofmillvalley.org,
to see if your materials would be a good fit for the History Room.
TOP: A collection of records, guest books and more from the West Point Inn contributes

to researchers’ understanding of the Inn’s history. Photo by Cate Mayfield.
BOTTOM: Mill Valley Little League score books, pennant, caps and baseball contributed

by donors to the History Room. Mill Valley’s first Little League season began in 1954.
One of the two teams in town at the time was the Yankees. Photo by Cate Mayfield.
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etween 1880 and 1930 over 27 million immigrants entered
the United States. They included 1.1 million Swedes who
embarked from the port city of Göteborg (Gothenburg).
Arriving by train, they walked the cobblestoned Postgaten from
the station to the harbor pulling just one trunk of belongings
behind them. But at least one family carried more. Having made
their way from Gävle, in Sweden’s northern lands, Valborg and
Axel Gravander and their three-year-old daughter, Kiki, came to
America in 1922 with multiple boxes of Swedish arts and crafts,
intending to sell them in the future. They didn’t sell them, however,
and those treasures would decorate a richly textured life.
Axel had previously visited America as a journalist covering
the 1915 Panama-Pacific International Exposition in San Francisco.
He fell in love with the Jewel City and convinced his wife to move
with him there. She did and by 1929 Valborg was running her
School of Swedish Applied Arts. It occupied a roomy Pacific
Heights mansion, which she named Sveagård. She taught
Swedish culture and traditions, as well as weaving. She also took
in boarders, mostly students. Everyone called her “Mama.”
On Friday and Saturday nights Mama opened the house to the
general public for food and entertainment. Writer and professional
folk dancer Virgil Morton fondly described those evenings, and the
treasures that adorned them: “The flickering firelight in the several
fireplaces and the warm glow of candlelight would be reflected in
the polished copper and antique silver on the sideboards. Dinner
would be served just as in Sweden, commencing with the smorgåsbord . . . . After dinner the group would be invited to the basement
where the colorful Scandinavian folk dances would be performed
with the guests.” To Mama, all guests and boarders were family.
A second child, a son, Matts, was born here. At age 14, the
boy found work on a Swedish freighter, and through unknown
circumstances was lost overboard. It was the darkest moment in
the Gravanders' lives.

Mama Gravander with the Danford girls: Carol (8), Susan (11), and Deborah
(6). Their father was a dentist in Mill Valley. Unidentified photographer.
Courtesy Gerd Jakob.

Articles written at the time about Ekbacken described it as a
“Viking Hall” filled with traditional carved and painted Dala horses,
Orrefors glass, and Swedish arts, crafts and weavings. Axel—an
amateur carpenter as well as a journalist—built two small cottages
on the property, which functioned as studios or rentals. Gerd Jakob
and her husband Robert rented one of them when they first arrived
in Mill Valley in 1956. “It was a very small two-story cottage
inspired by cottages on Swedish farms,” says Gerd, “with a steep
chicken-ladder staircase and a small fireplace in the corner. The
kitchen sink had been used for dyeing yarn,
and was very deep, inconvenient for washing
dishes. There was a cute little deck where our
son Jan could go out to play.”
At Ekbacken, Mama resumed her classes
and her many get-togethers. Her home became
a gathering place for a close-knit group of
artists and friends. “It was a hill of artists,” Gerd says of the neighborhood, which included Ann and Dick O’Hanlon and Sylvia and
Sam Newsom. (The two couples had been regulars at Sveagård;
Sam and Sylvia met there, in fact, when Sylvia was a boarder.)
Gerd recalls that Mama was “very clever with publicity,” making
a living through the promotion of Swedish culture, as well as the
sale of crafts. She made several trips back to Sweden to bring
antique copper, handmade Christmas decorations made of straw
and wood, and wooden candlesticks. She would display these for
sale in her living room. For a reasonable fee, ladies’ clubs and
cultural societies happily made their way to Ekbacken to enjoy an
afternoon of Scandinavian food and hospitality. They also invited
Mama to their clubhouses and social halls, where
she entertained them with talks and weaving
kleiner
demonstrations. Mama was active in the Marin Art

VALBORG GRAVANDER
and the Transmission of Culture
The Gravanders left San Francisco in 1945, moving to a new
house built on the three-acre Mill Valley property they’d owned
since 1929. They had become familiar with the area while making
summer excursions by ferry and train to Mill Valley to picnic or hike.
The house sat atop Tamalpais Avenue. Construction had begun
some years earlier, available cash predicating the stop-and-start
progress. “Whenever our money ran out,” Mama once recalled, “we
would weave, then buy more lumber, then weave again.” Mama
named the large, traditional Scandinavian home Ekbacken (oak hill
or slope). Sylvia “Chipps” Barsky—the daughter of Sylvia and Sam
Newsom, two of the first to welcome the Gravanders to Mill Valley
—recalls how big and lovely the house was. “It had wide-planked
floors; a big window that looked over the canyon,
and a fireplace big enough to walk into. And there
by joyce
were looms everywhere.”
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and Garden Center, and also entered her weavings in competitions,
often winning the highest prize. And always, she wore a Swedish
costume made from fabric that she herself had woven. “I don’t
recall ever seeing her in anything but traditional Swedish
clothing,” Chipps says. Even on her free time, Mama donned a
simple striped cotton dress with a white three-pointed scarf,
apron, and lace-trimmed cap.
Sweden’s long weaving heritage has always focused on practical
domestic needs, just as Mama’s weaving did: fabric, tablecloths,
towels, and intricate “rya” rugs. This skill brought her decorating
commissions, including one from actor Charles Laughton, whose
wife, Elsa Lanchester, was Swedish. “It took two years to complete,”
Mama told the Sausalito News in 1966, “We wove everything for
his house—linens, draperies, rugs.”
Mama was always on the hunt for “found” materials. Harald
Wagner, the architect who drew the Ekbaken plans, did it in
exchange for camel hair fabric for a suit. Mama got the camel hair
from the San Francisco Zoo. (When the zoo’s camel died, Mama
helped raise the money to buy another, named “Gravander.”) Dog
hair was also a coveted source of yarn. “But cat hair, no!” claimed
Mama. “It looks terrible when you spin it . . . no character.”
Valborg Gravander taught weaving for more than half a century.
Her work has been displayed in museums, galleries, and retrospectives, and many of her students received acclaim of their own,
such as tapestry artist Maja (Albee) Stampl. But as much as her
weaving, Mama perpetuated Sweden’s culture through her lectures,
stories, and holiday celebrations. Each January, for example, she
welcomed the Swedish Cultural Society of Northern California
(founded in 1949) to celebrate Twelfth Night at Ekbacken. Mama
so enthusiastically promoted the culture of her native country
that in 1964, by decree of Sweden’s King Gustav VI, she received
the Royal Order of Vasa, recognizing her work in keeping Swedish
culture and customs alive.
In Mill Valley, Santa Lucia was the Ekbacken calendar highlight.
The December 13th holiday, which launches the Swedish “jul” (yule)
season, featured a smorgåsbord-style julbord, followed by roasted
meats and other hot foods. After the meal, the lights dimmed and
Lucia—a young girl adorned in a red-sashed white dress, with a
gleaming copper crown of shimmering candles—entered the
darkened room, bearing the traditional Santa Lucia sweet bread
filled with nuts and fruits. Every year a different local girl portrayed
Lucia, the luminescent symbol of warmth and light, including
Chipps and Kristin Jakob, Gerd’s daughter.
“She was a wonderful teacher,” Gerd remembers, “calm and
kind with children.” Many Mill Valleyans grew up around Mama’s
baking table learning to make pepparkakor (ginger cookies).
Chipps recalls that she and her friends never skipped Mama’s
during their regular hikes in the hills. “We always stopped there
because she would give us cookies.”
To escape his severe allergies to the many acacia trees on the
property, Axel Gravander spent his last years in Grass Valley. He
predeceased his wife by several years. Mama died in 1978. For a
number of years, Kiki’s family continued to live in the house. Then
it was sold to a couple who ever since have taken loving care of it.
The exterior of the building remains the same, and the cottages

have been remodeled for convenience. The living room is exactly
as it was, including the interior redwood paneling and the large
fireplace. The front door, salvaged from Sveagård in Pacific Heights
before its demolition, is an important architectural feature.
Mama Gravander’s story lingers, perhaps because Ekbacken—
with its cubbyholes stuffed with colorful wool yarn, its bright blue
spinning wheel and multiple looms, its smells of yeasted slowrising breads and fresh-baked cookies, and the legends and tales
enlivening a blazing hearth—gave both friends and visitors an
in-depth look at a distant culture and a respite from the cacophony
of modern American life.
The author thanks Sylvia Barsky and Gerd and Kristin Jakob for contributing their
memories to this article. More information about Valborg “Mama” Gravander
can be found in the Mill Valley Public Library History Room, including an oral
history interview and articles about her and her family.
Joyce Kleiner is author of Legendary Locals of Mill Valley, and a former Mill
Valley Herald columnist. Her paternal grandparents both sailed from
Göteborg for America during the 1880-1930 Swedish migration. Her
grandmother carried only one trunk, filled with hand-woven Swedish linen,
which she lost in the 1906 earthquake and fire. In 1905, her grandfather ran
in the very first Dipsea Race.

TOP: The living room at Ekbacken, Mill Valley. Axel Gravander made his

wife's looms. Photo by Emmett Smith. Courtesy Gerd Jakob.
BOTTOM: A young Valborg Gravander at the April 1926 “Better Homes”

exhibit at the Mill Valley Outdoor Art Club, where she gave a daily weaving
demonstration. “The Swedish weaver from San Francisco, in her quaint,
pretty costume, was a constant centre of attraction through all the hours of
her stay.” Unidentified photographer. Courtesy Outdoor Art Club Archives.
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