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Martha suggests water tank on Old St. Hilary space
Developer of proposed 43-lot subdivision on Tiburon Ridge issues response to fire-safety concerns
By DEIRDRE McCROHAN
dmccrohan@thearknewspaper.com
———

The head of a grassroots land-preservation group reacted 
strongly to a resurrected proposal by a Tiburon Ridge de-
veloper to put the immense water tank for its proposed 43-
lot Easton Point subdivision not on its own land, but on the 
adjacent Old St. Hilary Open Space Preserve.

“Not going to happen,” said Jerry Riessen, president of the 
Tiburon Open Space Committee, which lobbies and raises 
money for acquisition of open space on the ridge — includ-
ing the successful protection of the Old St. Hilary land 
through parcel taxes in the 1990s.

“They’ve never given up the idea they can stick it on open 
space,” Riessen said, referring to the subdivision’s developer, 
the Martha Co., which submitted its revised plans to the 
county on Aug. 26. “The county has said they will sue until 
the end of time to defend Old St. Hilary’s. It’s sad that (Mar-
tha) would even propose it when there are other places they 
can put it on their own land.”

Martha made the proposal through its attorney, Michael 
H. Zischke of Cox, Castle & Nicholson in San Francisco, in 
response to a July 28 federal court order to submit revised 
plans for the subdivision within 30 days. 

Zischke and Martha family representatives Mark Reed 
and Tiburon lawyer Paul Smith were not available for com-
ment at press time.

Martha had taken the county of Marin back to court pro-
testing that the county was dragging its feet on processing 
the Easton Point subdivision with the help of other cooperat-
ing public agencies.

The principal point of contention is a condition that Mar-
tha builds a water tank with adequate gravitational pres-
sure for fire protection at the development.

Martha’s Aug. 26 letter asks the county “to proceed with 
a condition of approval and mitigation requirement that re-
quires Martha to provide a water tank with a base elevation 
of 590 feet” either on Martha land or on the adjacent open 
space preserve. 

However, Riessen said that if the water tank is placed on 
the only available and acceptable locations on Martha’s own 
land, all the homes would have to be built at a substantially 
lower elevation than Martha currently proposes in order 
to provide enough water pressure. That would mean fewer 
houses on the ridge — and less profit, Riessen asserted.

The idea to put the tank on the adjacent Old St. Hilary’s 
preserve first surfaced during preparation of the Easton 
Point environmental impact report, when the consultant 

preparing the report identified the open-space location as an 
alternative mitigation.

Zischke suggested this could be accomplished by a land 
swap, in which Martha would give more land for open space 
on its parcel, and Martha would become the owner of a piece 
of the Old St. Hilary’s Open Space preserve in exchange, 
which is where the water tank could be built.

The county now must respond to Martha’s proposal by 
Sept. 26. 

Assistant County Counsel David Zaltsman, who is han-
dling the case for the county, forwarded Zischke’s letter to 
The Ark at its request, but he did not respond to requests for 
an interview at press time Aug. 29. 

Marin Municipal Water District Engineering Manager 
Michael Ban said the water district hasn’t heard from the 
Martha Co. is about two years.

“When we last did, we expressed concern about the lo-
cation — the elevation at 590 feet and the visual impact of 
such a prominent placement,” he said. “We were also con-

cerned about the amount of construction needed to support 
the structure.”

Ban said he hasn’t seen the latest plans.
The Tiburon Fire Protect District also had its concerns 

about Martha’s previous water tank plans.
“Our concern has always been the amount of fireflow, the 

gallons per minute of water and water pressure available for 
our fire crews to do their job,” Tiburon Fire Marshall Jessica 
Power said. “The higher the tank (above the homes it serves), 
the more pressure you get.” 

Power said that, in the four years since she’s been fire 
marshal, Martha had not submitted any water tank fireflow 
plan that the fire district could approve.

As the county was awaiting Martha’s revised plan, local 
residents were seeing red over new “No trespassing” signs 
being erected on their boundary fences. Because it’s unde-
veloped, the private Martha property is often mistaken for 
open space by hikers and sightseers — or its boundaries are 
intentionally ignored. The Martha property abuts not only 
the Old St. Hilary’s open space but also the Hill Haven and 
Lyford Cove neighborhoods. 

The sign that Riessen found distressing was a rusted “pri-
vate property” sign that had been installed into Founders 
Rock, a big boulder that sits on a promontory at the tip of 
the Tiburon Ridge, by drilling a hole into it and setting it 
with concrete. 

The rock is an unofficial landmark for people who have 
been hiking the Martha property for many decades, long be-
fore the Reed family got tough about trespassing, and many 
families have taken group photos at the rock, seating their 
elders on its flatter top. 

About a week ago, an unidentified photographer reported-
ly used a drone to photograph the sign, which was emailed 
to The Ark.

“That image proves that the Reed family doesn’t care 
about the land,” Riessen said. “If they did, they wouldn’t 
have planted a sign where they did.”

Riessen wants Martha to sell the land to the San Francis-
co-based Trust for Public Land to preserve it as open space. 
The trust has sent “numerous letters” offering to buy the 
Martha property and asking to negotiate a price. The Reed 
family so far has ignored it, he said.

Officials at the Trust for Public Land were not available 
for comment at press time. 

Deirdre McCrohan has reported on Tiburon local govern-
ment and community issues for more than 25 years. Reach 
her at 415-944-4634.

In this image provided to The Ark, which was reportedly taken with 
a drone, a ‘Private Property’ sign is seen drilled into Founders Rock, 
a well-known landmark on the Martha property on Tiburon Ridge.
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