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Thanks to our readers' overwhelming 
and enthusiastic reception to the 
inaugural Newsletter, ‘The Octagon’, 
the Board of Trustees of Moya Library 
and Ross Historical Society has decided 
to venture again with another 
Newsletter. Bob Battersby, our Trustee 
and Newsletter Editor, has recently 
compiled an expanded mailing list for 
primarily Ross residents but also 
Kentfield/ San Anselmo and elsewhere. 
We now have an updated list of over 
900 names, and hope to branch out via 
email communications in the future. If 
by chance your name is still not on the 
mailing list (or, unlikely we hope, you 
wish to be removed), please contact 
our office at (415) 258-9595. 
 My first order of business is to 
introduce our two newest Board 
members, Ruth Barton and Fran 
Cappelletti. Ruth, one of the Moya/
RHS Docents, successfully handled the 
June Hawaiian-themed Fund Raiser. 
Fran, also a Docent, has undertaken 
history research for the Newsletter and 
is willing to help us with IT and website 
challenges. 
Thanks are also in order for the 
Trustees and other volunteers at the 
Town of Ross July 4th parade and 
picnic. Moya/RHS contributed towards 
defraying the cost of the event, and 
received a personal Thank You note 
from our newest Mayor, Elizabeth 
Brekhus. On a personal note, I needed 
to find persons at the last minute to 
carry our large banner in the parade in 
front of the decorated car. I was able to 
persuade two lovely senoritas who 
were here as foreign exchange students 

(Sandra Garcia and Nuria Landa ) from 
Bilbao, Spain. It was fitting that they 
carried our namesake's banner. They 
were led in the parade by Elijah 
McDaniel, seen carrying a small 
American flag. 
 We will celebrate the 150th 
Anniversary of the Octagon House on 
September 19, 2014. Starting at 11am, 
a presentation in the Livermore Pavilion 
will feature an illustrated program 
titled "Eight Is Enough: by James Dixon, 
an expert in San Francisco Victorian and 
Edwardian architecture.  
Luncheon reservations are required; 
send in your check for $45 each for the 
luncheon to Ruth Barton at P.O. Box 
437, Ross, CA 94957.Moya/RHS 
Trustees and Officers will be up for 
election, and there will be an Annual 
Report. 
The following week, also on Friday, 
Sept.26th from 5 PM on, the annual 
Town Dinner will be held at the Marin 
Art & Garden Center. We plan to hold 
open house at the Octagon House 
which is next door to the Dinner venue. 
By the time you read this Newsletter, 
the Town of Ross Council will have 
adopted a formal resolution observing 
the Sesquicentennial Anniversary of the 
Octagon House. 
Elsewhere in this Newsletter you will 
find a copy of a pen and ink sketch of 
the present-day Octagon House drawn 
by my childhood friend, Gene Mackey 
whose architectural firm Mackey & 
Mitchell, is based in St. Louis, Mo. Gene 
has donated the drawing (with added 
frame) for one of the auction and door 
prizes at the September 19th Annual 

Meeting and luncheon. 
 On Gene's recent visit to California, I 
gave him a brief tour of the Octagon 
House and attempted to detail its 
provenance. Gene surprised me by 
mentioning that the national 
headquarters of the American Institute 
of Architects operates from an even 
older octagon house in Washington, 
D.C. where President Madison resided 
after the White House had been burned 
by the British in 1814. It now doubles as 
a museum, as explained on page 5. 
 We have included with this 
complimentary Newsletter a 
membership application envelope 
inviting you to join Moya/RHS. Dues are 
only $40 annually and extra tax-
deductible contributions are 
encouraged and welcomed. These 
funds will allow us to continue with the 
Newsletter tradition as well as our 
other on-going programs such as First 
Friday, Docent program, oral histories, 
maintenance and additions to the 
Moya Library and, don't forget, the 
newly installed Children's Book Corner 
organized by our Librarian, Barbie 
Geisler.  
  
We look forward to your visiting the 
Octagon House on its birthday, and 
signing a special log book on the 
occasion.  

1 September 2014 

Ed Wynne, President 
 Moya Library/Ross Historical Society 
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TOWN OF ROSS 
 

RESOLUTION  NO. 1867 
COMMEMORATING THE SESQUICENTENNIAL (150TH)                                      

ANNIVERSARY OF THE OCTAGON HOUSE                                                         
AT THE MARIN ART & GARDEN CENTER 

 
************ 

   

WHEREAS, the Octagon House located at the Marin Art and Garden Center in Ross, 
California, was constructed 150 years ago, in 1864, by the descendants of James Ross (after 
whom the Town of Ross is named), as part of the Sunnyside Estate, and whose extensive 
restoration and refurbishing were made possible by a generous donation from  Helen Moya 
del Pino, the widow of Jose Moya del Pino (one of the founders of the Marin Art and Garden 
Center) and throughout the past forty plus years has been maintained, preserved and staffed 
by volunteers of the Moya Library/Ross Historical Society; and 

  

WHEREAS, the Octagon House is the oldest existing structure in the Town of Ross, and 
houses an important collection of early Ross historical documents, photographs, ephemera 
and oral histories as well as irreplaceable art and garden books available to the public; and 

  
WHEREAS, the California Heritage Council has previously recognized the efforts of the 

Moya Library and Ross Historical Society in appreciation of the restoration and preservation 
of the Octagon House; and 

  
WHEREAS, the Ross Town Council by this Resolution, desires to commemorate the 

Sesquicentennial (150th) anniversary of the construction of the Octagon House. 
  
NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED, that the Town Council of the Town of Ross hereby 

recognizes the Octagon House as a historic landmark structure deserving of preservation and 
protection, and declares Friday, September 19, 2014, to be an official day of observance of 
the Sesquicentennial anniversary of the construction of the Octagon House in the year 1864; 
and 

  
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, that the Town of Ross extends its heartfelt appreciation to 

the family of José Moya del Pino  as well as to the Trustees and Members of the Moya 
Library/Ross Historical Society for restoring, maintaining and preserving the Octagon House 
for the enjoyment of present and future generations of the Ross community. 

  

Dated this 11th day of September, 2014. 
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The Octagon House at the Marin Art & Garden Center, 
home to the Moya Library-Ross Historical Society, was 
constructed in 1864.  It is believed to be the oldest structure 
in Ross and celebrates its Sesquicentennial Anniversary fall 
of 2014.  Put into perspective, President Abraham Lincoln 
had just promoted Ulysses S. Grant to the rank of lieutenant 
general and placed him in command of the Union troops 
against the Confederate Southern forces when George Worn 
and his wife, Annie completed the Octagon House, thus 
beginning the first of four chapters of its 150 year-old 
unique and evolving history and 
that of its residents. 
But why did they build an 
octagon house?   We know that 
the Worns wanted to live at 
Sunnyside during construction of 
the main house, so a smaller 
structure that could be 
constructed easily and efficiently 
made sense.  And we think their 
original plan was to use the 
structure to house a water-tank 
after the permanent house was 
completed.  We have good reason 
to believe that the water tank was 
never installed and the Worns 
received the water for Sunnyside 
from a pipe or open through 
sluice they ran from Worn 
Springs, a very productive spring 
on the slopes of Mt. Baldy. 
Octagonal-shaped structures had 
been introduced in the United 
Sates in the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries.  
Thomas Jefferson favored the use 
of an octagon and incorporated its 
design at Monticello. Octagonal 
homes became into fashion as an architectural style, with 
almost cult-like popularity in the 1850s.  The fad lasted 
about a decade and its leading exponent was an eccentric 
phrenologist, vegetarian, adherent of daily exercise and 
amateur architect, Orson Squire Fowler.  This early version 
of Buckminster Fuller, exerted a remarkable influence of the 
architectural style of the 1859s when Fowler's book: The 
Octagon House: A Home for All, or a Cheap, Convenient 
and Superior Mode of Building and Adapted to Rich and 
Poor was published in 1848. 
Fowler posited that an octagon house was cheaper to build, 
allowed for additional living space, received more natural 
light and remained cooler in the summer.  He argued that an 
octagon design has approximately 20% more space than a 
square with the same perimeter, thus minimizing external 
walls and decreasing heat loss and gain.  Healthy quantities 

of light and air would flow through the windows on the 
eight sides while providing panoramic views. 
An historic review, published by the Christian Science 
Monitor several decades later, characterizes the general 
reaction to the "Octagon Fad as follows:  "contemporary 
critics viewed them as "sensible and peculiar," social 
reformers thought they were the right answer, architects 
studied them as revolutionary and the public considered 
them practical and progressive." 
The San Francisco Preservation Commission (formerly SF 

Landmarks Commission) believes 
that no more than five octagon 
houses were build in San Francisco 
and they probably were designed 
by the same East Coast builder 
who came to the City in the mid-
1850s. Today there are two 
remaining.  The oldest is the 
Feusler Octagon House at 1067 
Green Street between Leavenworth 
and Jones.  It always has been a 
private residence and was built in 
1858.   
The other is the McElroy Octagon 
House located at 2645 Gough 
Street, near Union.  It was built in 
1861 and today is the headquarters 
of the National Society of the 
Colonial Dames of America. The 
Pacific Gas & Electric Company 
had acquired title from the heirs of 
William C. McElroy in 1924 and 
until 1949 rented it to three 
spinster and reclusive sisters who 
lived in the building without 
electric power with their aged 
father until 1949 when PG&E 
announced plans to demolish the 

structure for a substation.  In 1952 the Society was able to 
purchase the then decrepit structure and relocate it across the 
street to a piece of land donated by a neighbor.  The former 
Dean of University of California School of Architecture 
supervised the extensive renovation of the building that now 
serves as the State headquarters and museum for the 
Colonial Dames. 
Today there are as many as 1,000 remaining octagon houses 
that were built in the United States between 1848 and 1920.  
The Octagon House Inventory by Ellen L. Peurzer has 
documented twenty-five octagon houses that were built in 
California.  Eight survive today and four are located in the 
Bay Area. 
 

BUT WHY AN OCTAGON HOUSE?                                                                                                    

By Gary Scales 

See Page 5 for pictures of the 
Octagon House 

3 September 2014 
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N 
o tale of the Marin Art and 
Garden Center would be 
complete without the story 

of the Pathfinders. In her Oral History 
Betty Dunn recalls; this gem of an 
organization was started by Mrs. 
Arthur Gustafson in the fall of 1967. 
The purpose of the Pathfinders was to 
raise money for the Center. Mrs. 
Gustafson gathered a group of ladies 
with the idea of opening a tea room 
on the grounds. They ended up 
serving homemade soup and French 
bread in the Octagon House. At the 
time, the Octagon House was a mess. 
This was pre-library days and although 
they had some books, they were 
stored upstairs as the building had 
been used as a warehouse. The ladies 
covered the scarred walls with travel 
posters and served the soup and 
bread one day a week. They stayed in 
the Octagon house for a year and 
charged fifty cents for the meal.  
Their first successful venture was 
mentioned in the Marin Center Board 
Minutes of December 1967 

“Pathfinders: A newly formed 
section of Marin Art and Garden 
Center dedicated to being of 
service to the Center and whose 

first endeavor, that of serving 
hot onion soup and French 
bread in the Octagon House 
during the (Decorations Guild’s) 
greens sale, was very 
successful.”  

Then in the Center newsletter (the 
Center Post) 

“Center Pathfinders: The 
Center’s newest group is serving 
gourmet soup, bread and 
homemade dessert for $1.00 in 
the Octagon House on 
Mondays. Reservations for this 
very popular luncheon are 
recommended…”  

And in April of the same year  
“From soup to salad: The Center 
Pathfinders will be changing 
their menu from gourmet soup 
to gourmet salads starting April 
8, $1.25 per person. These 
delightful Monday luncheons, 
served by the Pathfinders to 
benefit the Center, will continue 
until the end of May…”  

The Pathfinders moved a time or two 
and ended up in the Garden Room 
serving lunches for eight dollars (for 
100 at a time, with wine) and were so 
popular they were able to give the 

Center about $12,000 annually for 
several years.  
As reported in the July 1997 Marin IJ 
“The restaurant employed a full-time 
chef and salad chef, but the tables 
were waited on by the Pathfinders, 
the majority of whom are over the age 
of 60. 

“People found it amusing. Some 
orders would get mixed up or 
coffee spilled. It was like going 
to grandma’s kitchen.  
“”In addition to waiting tables, 
the Pathfinders modeled 
clothes. Diners were entertained 
by fashion shows every Friday.”  

The clothes were supplied by many 
of Marin’s high-end retailers. 
After 30-years of supporting the Art 
and Garden Center and being a fixture 
in the community, the Pathfinders 
eventually died a natural death.  
Pathfinders? Funny name for a soup 
kitchen but then as Betty Dunn 
recalled in her oral history the ladies 
(and looking back at the history of the 
Center, it was always ‘the ladies’) 
were looking for new paths to follow 
to earn money to support the Center. 

Compiled by Bob Battersby 

BEFORE April  1969 Octagon House is moved to its present location and AFTER  two years later                                                                                                                                                      

Note the pear tree sapling 
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The Octagon House, as it came to be 
known, was completed in 1801 in the 
very early days of the new federal city. 
Constructed for John Tayloe III and his 
wife Anne Ogle Tayloe, and designed 
by Dr. William Thornton—the first 
architect of the Capitol—the house 
was a prominent statement of support 
for the new capital city from one of 
Virginia’s most prominent families.  
The house served as an important 
social center in Washington’s early 
years, and when the British burned the 
White House in 1814, President 
Madison and his family lived in the 
Octagon for six months as the city 
rebuilt. It was here that President 
James Madison signed the Treaty of 
Ghent in February 1815, formally 
ending the War of 1812 between Great 
Britain and the United States. 
The Tayloe family lived in the house 
until Anne Tayloe’s death in 1855. By 
that time, the neighborhood around the 
house had changed significantly as 
factories and breweries filled the 
Foggy Bottom waterfront. After 
Anne’s death, her sons rented the 
house, first to a Catholic girl’s school, 
and later to the federal government for 
office space. By the 1880s, the 
building housed numerous poor 
families as a tenement.  
Around that same time, the American 
Institute of Architects, which had been 
headquartered in New York City, 
began looking for a new national 
headquarters location in Washington, 
DC. In 1898, the AIA rented the 
Octagon, and the organization 
purchased the building in 1902. 
It was declared a National Historic 
Landmark in 1960.  

 
The Octagon House is supposedly 
one of the most haunted buildings in 
Washington, D.C. 
 
Two of Colonel Tayloe's daughters are 
said to haunt The Octagon. The first 
allegedly died before the War of 1812. 
Colonel Tayloe and his daughter 
quarreled on the second floor landing 
over the girl's relationship with a 
British officer stationed in the city. 

When the daughter turned in anger to 
go down the stairs, she fell down the 
stairs (or over the railing; stories 
differ) and died. Her spectre is 
allegedly seen crumpled at the bottom 
of the steps or on the stairs near the 
second floor landing, and sometimes 
exhibits itself as the light of a candle 
moving up the staircase. The other 
death, stories claim, occurred in 1817 
or shortly thereafter. Another of 
Colonel Tayloe's daughters eloped 
with a young man, incurring her 
father's wrath. When she returned 
home to reconcile with her father, they 

argued on the third-floor landing. This 
daughter, too, fell to her death down 
the stairs (or over the railing), and her 
spirit is alleged to haunt the third floor 
landing and stairs between the second 
and third floors.  
Other spirits are also said to remain at 
The Octagon. Dolley Madison's spirit 
has been seen near the fireplace in the 
main ballroom as well as heading 
through a closed door to the garden, 
and her ghost's presence is 
accompanied by the smell of lilacs (her 
favorite flower). A slave girl in the 
house was allegedly thrown from the 
third floor landing to the first floor 
below and killed by a British soldier 
during the War of 1812, and 
eyewitnesses have reported hearing her 
scream. The spectre of a British soldier 
in War of 1812 dress was seen by 
caretaker James Cypress in the 1950s, 
and museum superintendent Alric H. 

Clay claimed that in the 1960s spir its 
would often turn on the lights and open 
The Octagon's doors late at night. A 
gambler shot to death in the home's 
third-floor bedroom in the late 19th 
century has sometimes been seen still 
in the bed he died in, and ghostly 
footmen have been seen at the front 
door waiting to receive guests. Various 
witnesses have also reported hearing 
assorted moans, screams, and 
footsteps.  

The Octagon is also believed to be 
haunted by the spirits of African 
American slaves who once lived there. 
The servants were summoned by bells 
and after their death the spirits of the 
dead slaves would announce their 
presence by ringing these bells loudly.  
The ghostly bell ringing is believed to 
have first occurred in the 1870s. 
General George D. Ramsay, Chief of 
Ordnance for the United States Army 
and commander of the Washington 
Arsenal in Washington, D.C., was 
attending a dinner at The Octagon 
when all the bells in the house began 
ringing. As Marian Gouverneur, wife 
of Samuel Laurence Gouverneur, Jr. 
related the story, General Ramsay 
seized the bell ropes to stop the bells 
from sounding, but to everyone's shock 
they did not stop ringing. Although 
Gouverneur's report was not made 
until 1911, the mysterious ringing of 
the bells had been reported in 1874 and 
again in 1889, each time attributed to 
the spirits of dead slaves. 
 

 
 
 

An Early Octagon House in Washington D.C. 

The Octagon House, also 
known as the Colonel 
John Tayloe III House, is 
located at 1799 New York 
Avenue, Northwest in the 
Foggy Bottom neighbor-
hood of Washington, D.C. 
The sources for this article 
were the offices of The 
Octagon House Museum 
octagonmuseum@aia.org 
and Wikipedia. 

Compiled by Bob Battersby 
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This was a front-page headline in one of the Bay Area 
newspapers covering in depth the sensational 1966 disclo-
sure of an alleged extortion arising out of an extramarital 
affair centered in well-to-do sylvan Ross. The sordid saga 
combined elements of arrests, widespread publicity, crimi-
nal proceedings and an acquittal. 

 There were three principal parties involved: Willie Marie 
Fritz, a slender, dark-haired attractive 46-year-old living at 
(then) No. 223 Redwood drive in Ross, her neighbor and 
handyman Henry J. Soderlind of (then) No. 85 Poplar Ave-
nue and a wealthy, affable and very married East Bay 
home builder Joseph M. Walker. 

 Fritz and Soderlind were arrested and charged in 1966   
with extortion of about $160,000 after Walker abruptly 
broke off his ten-year clandestine relationship with Fritz. 
This turn of events incited the jilted mistress to encamp to 
a nearby Berkeley apartment to be close to her victim. She 
then launched a campaign of harassment, allegedly threat-
ening to expose their intimacies to his wife and business 
associates. Walker then decided to tell all to his wife and 
called the police. 

In the ten years leading up to the breakup, Walker 
estimated that he had spent over $135,000 on Fritz, 
including the purchase of the Redwood Drive Victorian-
style farmhouse for the then-princely sum of $20,000 and 
another $30,000 making improvements to the property 
including a swimming pool, before turning title over to 
Fritz. He also paid her money and picked up her bills. As 
was later explained in Court, the mistress testified that she 
told him that she never had a place of her own: “"You're a 
builder, “why don't you get me a home? Much to my 
surprise, he did."“ 

In 1965 Fritz apparently demanded that Walker (who had 
not seen her since 1962) buy her a $40,000 property in 
Lagunitas, West Marin. She allegedly wanted to convert it 
to an antique shop. Walker complied at first and made a 
$6,000 down-payment, but balked when the balance 
became due in early 1966.  

Walker testified that "Why would a man do that unless he 
was under a threat." Fritz contended that throughout her 
relationship with the accuser was that of a mistress rather 
than an extortionist. She claimed that his generosity to her 
had been acts of love, not loot by extortion. She also testi-
fied that "being a kept woman is a very degrading thing." 

 The felony criminal trial was held before Judge Peter Allen 
Smith. Deputy District Attorney Ernest Zunino 
prosecuted, and William O. Weissich (a former Marin 
County District Attorney) defended Fritz. (In an earlier 
arraignment, the Court dismissed the charge of attempted 

extortion against 
handyman Soderlind 
for lack of evidence.) 

 After nine hours of 
deliberation, the 
Marin jury brought 
in a verdict of 
acquittal for Willie 
Marie Fritz in April 
1967. Fritz 
continued to live in 
the Redwood Drive 
house until late 1970 
when unpaid prop-
erty tax bills forced 
her reluctant sale to 
a young couple with 
children moving into 
the Ross community, 
blissfully unaware of 
the prior high 
drama. 

Aftermath: 

 In order to facilitate 
the house sale and 
persuade Fritz to 
move, the couple 
lent her $5,000 
(through her 
attorney Weissich) 
enabling her to set up her dream antique store in 
Forestville, CA. She passed away at the age of 90 in 2010. 

The young couple raised their three children in the former 
Fritz Ross home. They attended Ross School and now have 
successful careers.  

“Sweet is revenge--especially to women.” Lord Byron 

 In an unrelated tragedy, Attorney Weissich was murdered 
at his San Rafael law office on Professional Parkway in 
November 1986 by a revenge-seeking ex-convict Weissich 
had sent to 20 years imprisonment for arson when he was 
District Attorney. Weissich had spent his remaining years 
in mortal fear of the threats and was licensed to carry a 
gun. 

 

‘Ross Love Nest Bared’ 
Compiled by Ed.  Wynne, Jr. 

Exposé:                              

Tales of Old Ross 

Special Thanks to Librarian Carol Acquaviva of the 
Anne T. Kent California Room for her help in re-
searching information for this article. 
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From his early work in Spain to a 
long lasting career in the United States, 
the work of Jose Moya del Pino is 
held in high regard. If you visit Coit 
Tower in San Francisco, you'll see his 
rendition of the Bay and Marin 
Headlands in the elevator lobby. In it 
he paints himself watching fellow 
artist Otis Oldfield at work.  

Many do not realize, however, 
that another view of him is on display. 
Along the stairwell to the second floor 
are long and winding frescoes of busy 
Powell Street, circa 1934. Among the 
famous, like Eleanor Roosevelt, and 
not so famous, you'll find Moya just 
inside on the right, holding his young 
daughter Diana in his arms. This 
massive work was by Lucien Labaudt, 
better known for his murals at the 
Beach Chalet on the western edge of 
Golden Gate Park. 

Diana, now lives in Italy, but her 
younger sister, Tina, remains in Marin 
County. In an interview with Tina, she 

recalled how her father was very 
enthusiastic about the New Deal art 
projects during the Great Depression. 
In addition to working on Coit Tower, 
he painted murals for post offices in 
Redwood City, Stockton and even the 
little Texas town of Alpine.  

A number of these murals are 
preserved to this day. Ever the proud 
citizen of his adopted country, he later 
held a job at Marinship during World 
War II as he was too old to serve in the 
armed forces. 

On a recent visit to the Tower, a 
large crowd was queued up for the 
elevator ride and views of the City and 
surroundings. The artwork was 
beautifully restored, providing a 
fascinating glimpse of another time. If 
you look closely, you'll see clever 
touches and inside jokes. I spoke to 
Terry Grimm, operator  of the tower, 
and Davy Crockett, docent and tour 
guide. Both are clearly proud of the 
restored artwork and welcome visitors 
from around the world. For more 

information, there is a wonderful book, 
Coit Tower, San Francisco, Its History 
and Art, by Masha Zakheim, with 
photos by Don Beatty. It tells the full 
story, in great detail and in full color, 
of the creation and social impact of the 
artwork. 

If you have a chance to visit the 
Tower, you can take a walk up old 
Powell Street. The stairwell is only 
available as part of a guided tour, but 
options are available. For at least four 
people, contact Davy Crockett, tour 
director, at davycoittower@gmail.com. 
Free tours are also provided for 
individuals and small groups at 11 am 
on Wednesdays and Saturdays by City 
Guides, a non-profit organization. Visit 
http://www.sfcityguides.org for more 
information on their many guided 
walks. 

And, please visit the Octagon 
House. Our docents can discuss the art 
of Moya, Ross history, and much 
more. 

Finding Moya By Fran Cappelletti 
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