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                ust past the village of Anchor 
              Bay on a winding stretch of U.S. 
         Route 1 in California, a little gravel 
drive turns inland. Twelve sunny yellow 
vacation cottages with pitched roofs and 
petite white porches are set back from 
the drive onto an expanse of cushy green 
grass dotted with wildflowers. Hens 
wander about searching for snails, and 
four impossibly soft bunnies make their 
home under the boughs of a pine tree. At 
the center of the property, a chalkboard 
sign hangs from the kitchen garden’s gate, 
announcing that salad greens, herbs, and 
broccoli are ready for guests to harvest. 
Young apple, fig, pear, and lemon trees 
make up a small orchard, and two pygmy 
goats, Mr. Higgins and Pygmalion, greet 
visitors by the lodging office door.

Welcome to Mar Vista. Where room 
service means discovering a basket of 
freshly laid eggs on your doorstep and the 
closest thing to a snack from the minibar 
is sampling a handful of just-picked 
strawberries. The nightlife includes 
stargazing, roasting marshmallows over 
a fire, and listening as a chorus of frogs 
harmonize with the rumbling ocean. 
“Our theme is simplicity,” explains Renata 
Dorn, who owns the vacation retreat with 
her husband, Tom. “Mar Vista has a spirit 
that is natural and unique, and we feel a 
sense of duty to respect and develop that.” 

Honor Natural Spaces
When the Dorns bought Mar Vista nearly 
nine years ago, a deal to bulldoze the 
1930s- and ’40s-era cottages and develop 
the rundown property into a lavish resort 

had just fallen through. “We were never 
interested in that,” says Renata, who 
managed luxury hotels for years. Instead, 
the Dorns made a conscious decision to 
create a sustainable retreat by preserving 
the resources at hand: simple cottages, 
expansive views of the Pacific, a private 
beach, and 9 acres of redwood forest, 
marshland, and meadows. 

As the restoration process began, 
Renata focused on the cottages, while 
Tom, a lifelong city dweller who jokes he 
didn’t know how to use a garden hose, 
took charge of the grounds. “Little by 
little, I started to get the sense that the 
special thing about this place was all the 
land and space,” Tom says.  

The couple wanted Mar Vista’s outdoor 
spaces to reflect the clean, unfussy aes-
thetic of the cottages and the surrounding 
natural environment, so they based their 
landscape plan on the principles of perma-
culture—a design philosophy that relies 
on working with a site’s natural systems 
and resources to establish an organic, 
productive, sustainable environment for 
people. 

All about the Garden
Creating a typical, unimaginative, 
chemical-soaked hotel garden that was 
devoid of edible plants just didn’t fit 
with the Dorns’ values. “It would seem 
like a contradiction to offer a sweet little 
cottage and a garden full of chemicals,” 
Renata says. So they focused on designing 
a garden that would distinguish Mar 
Vista from other lodging options on the 
coast. They planned an intensively planted 

Newbie hint: Take one step at a time.  

“We are fortunate that we could not act 

on all of our plans at once,” Tom Dorn 

says. “Because we’ve had to be slow and 

thoughtful, we’ve made better decisions.”

Good clean fun: A visit to Mar Vista 

distills many of life’s simplest pleasures 

into one experience. Some guests like 

to just sit in front of their cottage and 

admire the view, while others spend 

half their time in the garden. The farm 

animals, including Mr. Higgins (right), 

are especially popular. “Guests imme-

diately want their own chickens after 

they taste our eggs,” the innkeeper 

says. Harvesting a dinner salad just 

steps from your cottage door also 

rates highly with most visitors, and 

the garden is stocked with a range of 

greens and veggies so guests can cre-

ate salads that perfectly fit their tastes.
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organic kitchen garden for the guests to 
harvest from. “It was obvious to us to have 
a vegetable garden for guests when we 
have cottages with kitchens,” Tom says. 
Rather than hiding the garden in a far-off 
corner, the couple chose to site it at the 
physical center of the property on a lovely 
patch of ground that looks west toward 
the ocean. The cottages, which are spread 
around the perimeter of the property, 
all have views of the garden, many from 
their kitchen windows. “The garden is the 
heart, and the cottages are like wagons 
centered around it,” explains Renata, who 
stocks each cottage with harvest baskets, 
a set of cookware and utensils, and a 
compost pail to collect vegetable scraps for 
the compost piles and worm bin. 

A short walk from the garden, the 
Dorns fenced in a large area and planted 
an orchard. Their flock of more than 30 
chickens lives within the orchard, partly 
for protection from the local bobcat 
population and partly to protect the trees 
by devouring insects and weed seeds. 

Gardening for Guests
“A lot of guests choose to come here 
because of the garden,” Tom observes. 
“The garden is the clincher.” And that’s 
no surprise, considering that everything 
about the garden—how it was planned, 
what is growing in it, and how it is man-
aged—reflects a conscious effort to make 
it as accessible to the guests as possible. 

This is not a display garden, where 
everything is too precious. The rectangu-
lar, cinder-block raised beds are spaced 
a comfortable distance apart, making 
harvesting easy. A few weeds peek out 
of the mulched pathways, and familiar 
vegetables—lettuce, beets, carrots—grow 
in slightly crooked rows. Everything about 
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To learn more about Mar Vista, visit 
OrganicGardening.com and Mar Vista’s 
Web site, marvistamendocino.com.

the kitchen garden feels homey, welcom-
ing, and just right. “The whole idea that 
we’re learning, that we’re not experts or 
perfect, puts people at ease,” Renata says. 

Tom and Luis—Mar Vista’s affable gar-
dener—plant year-round so that all guests, 
regardless of the season they 
visit, have an opportunity to 
experience harvesting their own 
food. Arugula, chard, spinach, 
lettuce, herbs, and edible flow-
ers form the backbone of the 
garden. “We choose varieties 
based on what does well in cool 
weather, what tastes good, and 
what guests like,” says Tom, 
adding with a laugh, “turnips 
aren’t very popular.” Harvests of 
tried-and-true favorites, includ-
ing tomatoes, peppers, eggplant, 
and corn, can be hit or miss in 
the cool maritime climate. So 
Tom experiments with different 
varieties, and he hopes that two 
new solar greenhouses will not 
only make those crops available 
more reliably but also expand 
the varieties he can grow. 

Plans to install a rainwater 
harvesting system, keep honey-
bees, and expand the vegetable 
garden are all in the works. But 
in the meantime, the Dorns are
happy to help their guests experience the 
pleasures of eating food right out of the 
ground. “Once guests try a salad they’ve 
harvested,” Renata says, “they realize how 
easy the greens are to collect and how 
intense the flavors are, and they are right 
back out there for more.” è

Master’s tip: Make earwigs old news. 

Roll up a damp piece of newspaper and 

place it in the garden at night. Earwigs, 

slugs, and snails will hide out in the roll, 

and in the morning you can throw them 

away...or feed them to the chickens. 

Simple  
Soil Plan
Growing crops year-round 

demands that you pay special 

attention to the soil, Tom 

Dorn says. He created a 

soil-building regimen based on 

advice from experienced local 

organic gardeners. All of the 

beds get a dose of compost, 

and he custom-mixes soil 

amendments for different 

crops using organic, and often 

locally available, products.

Leafy crops
Blood meal or bat guano

Cottonseed 

Fish meal

Fruit and flower crops
Bone meal

Bird or bat guano

Kelp

Root plants
Oyster shell

Sulphur

The 365-day garden: Mar Vista’s 

mild maritime climate gives the Dorns 

an opportunity to grow food all year, 

but this blessing is also a challenge in 

terms of both planning and planting. 

The gardeners drape the PVC hoops 

(above) with row covers to extend 

the season, but they rely on cool-

season crops including broccoli (left), 

lettuces (below), and chard (above 

right) to provide food for guests in 

winter. Strawberries (below left) are 

a special spring treat, but Mar Vista’s 

chickens lay fresh brown, white, and 

bluish green eggs year-round. 

        “It would seem like a contradiction to offer a  
weet little cottage and a garden full of chemicals.”


