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Utopian ideals are transient, and
fleeting. Over generations, even
the most revolutionary architec-
tural masterpieces must morph
and change with those who
inhabit them—or else become
obsolete. At Sea Ranch, an iconic
mid-century community on the
Sonoma County coast, some con-
stants endure: the rugged cliffs,
pounding sea, salty breeze, and
sheltering redwoods stretching
to the endless sky. But Sea
Ranch itself—a community of
2,288 lots spread over 3,500

acres—is a transforming Eden.
“There’s a change of tides
happening,” explains home-
owner Chad DeWitt.

The changing tides were one
of the numerous natural wonders
that inspired the original
designers of Sea Ranch. In 1963,
Oceanic Properties purchased
what was then the Del Mar Ranch.
Awed by its 10-mile stretch
of craggy coast, a team of revolu-
tionary architects banded
together to build an artistic,
affordable, and ecologically
sustainable utopia of small
second homes in the Third
Bay Tradition.

Lead architect Lawrence Halprin
and his team were inspired by
the local Pomo Indian tribe’s
tradition of living lightly on the

land. Lots were parceled out
between existent hedgerows
of cypress trees, which served
as windbreaks. Homes were
modeled on historic ranch
barns and built with indigenous
redwood. Each home was
carefully positioned to offer
both seclusion and magnificent
views of the Pacific Ocean.

For decades, Sea Ranch attracted
contemplative, meditative,
left-wing intellectuals. But as
the original owners aged, many
younger residents—drawn to
Sea Ranch’s rich architectural
legacy—have brought with them
new ideas of how a progressive
utopia should look.

One of these forward-thinking
folks is Oakland-based archi-
tectural designer Chad DeWitt,
of Framestudio. Together with
his husband, James Cook, he
purchased a 684-square-foot Sea
Ranch cabin that was designed
by architects Joseph Esherick
and George Homsey. “We restored
the house in some areas, but it’s
not really a restoration,” DeWitt
explains. “In many ways, it’s
a reinvention.”

They took out cabinets that felt
dated—much to some purists’
chagrin. Avid cooks, they added
modern kitchen appliances,
expanded storage space, and
used more sustainable materials.
They rent out the structure as
a short-term rental, making it
accessible to “design tourists”
who otherwise couldn’t afford
to experience Sea Ranch. “This
community is no longer diverse,
and it’s not affordable,” says
DeWitt. “All those utopian ideals
are gone. Sea Ranch is a victim
of its own success.”

But DeWitt is optimistic, and
he sees numerous paths to a
new utopia. He believes current
inequities are made greater by
a “one lot, one house” rule, which
prohibits the construction
of secondary units. Instead, he
wants to permit secondary struc-
tures. “These would encourage
multigenerational living oppor-
tunities, interaction between
old and new Sea Ranchers, and
allow older homeowners the
ability to adapt to their
changing needs as they grow
older,” DeWitt explains. He
also believes numerous spaces
could be turned into artistic
centers, making Sea Ranch the
creative commune it once was.

Whatever changes may come,
it seems this fabled community
was built to last. “Sea Ranch,”
says DeWitt, “is a place that’s
easy to fall in love with.”
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A utopian community
on the California coast
learns that for idealism
to survive, it must evolve
with the times.
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TheMoonraker Athletic Center supergraphics,
designed by Barbara Stauffacher, give a bold
window into the freedom and ambition at the
heart of Sea Ranch.
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Left & Bottom
The thoughtful
renovation by
Framestudio sought
to reimagine the
spirit of Sea Ranch
idealism from a
contemporary point of
view. Photography by
Framestudio

Right
Lawrence Halprin,
Sea Ranch
Principles, ca. 1981;
electrostatic print,
25 x 19 in.


