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Dedication

FOR MOM





Epigraph

I am a true adorer of life, and if I can’t reach as high as the face of it, I plant my kiss somewhere lower down.

—SAUL BELLOW, Henderson the Rain King
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Author’s Note

THE ANCHOR-OUTS ARE CLASSIFIED AS “HOMELESS” BY THE MARIN County Department of Health and Human Services. The diversity of the community challenges that definition: while some live in dire poverty, suffer many of the same ailments common among the chronically unhoused, and live on unseaworthy vessels simply to have a roof over their heads, others hold down jobs, have retirement pensions, and could secure housing but have no desire to do so. With regards to the anchor-outs, this book uses the terms “homeless” and, when referring to specific people, “unhoused” for two reasons: first, because many of the policies directed at the community conceive of it that way; and second, because as the book progresses through the years, the description unfortunately becomes more proximal to the truth. But ultimately it is flawed.

Likewise, the national unhoused population is not in all ways represented by the anchor-outs. Only about half of the US unhoused population is white, whereas the vast majority of the anchor-outs are. This difference may in part be due to the demographics of Sausalito itself, where over 90 percent of the residents are white. This demographic is in part a function of the fact that during World War II, when thousands of southern Black laborers arrived for work at the shipyards, they were unable to join unions, given lower-paying jobs, and denied access to both loans and home-buying opportunities in the city. Many went instead to neighboring Marin City, which today is 26 percent Black. It shares a zip code with Sausalito, but not a budget.

Lastly, in Sausalito, the residents serving on the city council, including in the role of mayor, change to some extent on a yearly basis, subject to elections. For this reason, when referring to their words and actions, this book does not attempt to identify and introduce each member by name but only by his or her position. As the reader will see, the political will of the council has remained consistent, regardless of the individual officeholders at any given moment. In places, transcripts of their meetings are edited for clarity and length.





Introduction

THIS IS A STORY ABOUT PEOPLE WHO, FOR ONE REASON OR ANOTHER, HAVE come to live on abandoned vessels anchored in the waters of Richardson Bay, a two-square-mile saltwater estuary just north of San Francisco. Among them are retired mariners, single mothers, runaways, artists, addicts, and many others who caught a bad break from which they haven’t yet recovered: a divorce, a lost job, a jail sentence. There are those who hope their pasts won’t find them, and those who wish they would. With little or no money in their pockets, they make their way together on the water. Some grow vegetables in ten-gallon buckets and trade them for a helping hand from seasoned live-aboards who know how to patch a hull after a winter storm. Others look after the children whose parents must take the bus down to San Francisco or up to San Rafael to work an odd job or receive treatment for a stubborn ache or cough. The elders, some of whom are in their nineties, use their Social Security checks and military pensions to buy hot dogs and whiskey to feed the congregation of the Pirate Church, a gathering of worshipers who meet each week on the patio outside the public library to stand atop picnic tables and read from the Torah and the New Testament about the promise of days to come.

This community, known as the anchor-outs, dates back at least to the Earthquake and Fire of 1906, but many consider themselves heirs to much older histories: to the early days of the Gold Rush, when prospectors came in search of luck and found none; or to the days when Alta California was Mexican, and Spanish before that, when the sea captain from whom the bay takes its name first sold fresh water to sailors seeking refuge on their way up the then-uncharted Pacific Coast; or to the Coast Miwok, the original inhabitants of the Marin Hills who sailed and traded along those waters, whose way of life was ruined in different ways by each successive group’s arrival, and about whom no record has been found to indicate that, in their three-thousand-year history, they ever sought war.

In 1969, the US Congress declared the estuary to be a federal special anchorage, formally establishing it as a protected refuge for sailors in the choppy North Pacific where they could drop anchor, wait out a storm, make repairs, and resupply for their journey ahead. The anchor-outs see themselves as no different from any other seafarers in need of safe harbor. But this is not the view on land. Many who live in the surrounding communities, particularly those in the wealthy shoreside city of Sausalito, consider the anchor-outs freeloaders who avoid taxes, clog up the channel, and pollute the waters of the estuary.

Sausalito’s animosity toward the anchor-outs has ebbed and flowed with the makeup of its city council, whose five members are elected to staggered four-year terms. When, in the 1980s, the political winds shifted, a plan was put in place to clear the anchorage. Sausalito and the other municipalities of the bay consolidated their jurisdictions into what became known as the Richardson Bay Regional Agency (RBRA). They passed ordinances limiting the time a vessel could anchor in the water to seventy-two hours and hired a harbormaster to enforce them. Some anchor-outs complied and vanished from the anchorage, but many others ignored the new rules, in certain cases for more than a quarter of a century. The RBRA, underfunded and uncertain of its own legal footing, had little ability to press the issue, beyond the issuance of the occasional ticket here or there. In this way, the anchor-outs and the Sausalitans coexisted for many years in a quiet stalemate, at times forgetting they were even at odds at all.

WHEN I FIRST HEARD OF THE anchor-outs, in the summer of 2010, I had just moved to San Francisco from New York. The community was mentioned in passing by a friend who thought the anchorage would make a good story for me to report: a tale of eccentrics living peacefully off the grid in one of the richest counties in America. The local press agreed, referring to the community as a tradition to be tolerated, if not always embraced. The city’s biggest complaint back then was that the anchor-outs’ anchors dragged on the bay floor, killing off patches of the protected eelgrass that provided shelter for young fish and oxygenated the bay. I didn’t pursue the story, but over the next few years several events would draw my attention back to Richardson Bay. The first was the emergence of the Occupy movement in the fall of 2011, when hundreds of thousands of people in more than six hundred US cities protested the country’s growing income inequality. On nights when I camped in Oscar Grant Plaza in Oakland, watching volunteers struggle to feed hundreds of people sleeping in tents as police surrounded the park and readied their tear gas, my mind drifted to the anchor-outs. I wondered if their community was really the floating paradise I’d believed it to be.

My image of the anchorage was further complicated a year later, in 2012, after I had returned to New York. I’d gotten to know an unhoused man in his sixties who passed his evenings on a bench in Greenwich Village’s Christopher Park. He told me that he’d spent his life wandering the world, moving from one city to the next in Europe and Asia, earning pocket money by offering unsuspecting visitors English-language tours of whatever place he happened to find himself in. But he was old now, and he felt it was time to return home. “I never made new roots,” he said. “So I had to come back.” When I asked him why he thought that he hadn’t settled down, he just shrugged and directed me to the introduction to one of his favorite books, Edmund Love’s Subways Are for Sleeping. Published in 1957, Love’s book profiled a handful of unhoused New Yorkers in the 1950s who had survived on the streets for many years. “Most of them are in a state of reassessment,” Love wrote.

They have come up against something which they cannot understand, and which they want to think about. The thinking is important to them. [They] are living stop gap lives. They are waiting for the big break. That break may be a call from the producer of a Broadway show. It may be a horse that gallops home at 40–1. It may be just a bright and shining light that suddenly comes to show them the way out of the jungle. Some aren’t sure what kind of a break they are waiting for, but they have assured me that they will recognize it when it comes.

Reading Love’s book, I began to consider that poverty alone might not fully explain the circumstances of longtime anchor-outs. The majority of the more than 600,000 people in the United States living without shelter at any given moment will regain their footing within the year and recover from their financial calamity. But the troubles of the almost 150,000 who are chronically homeless, as is the case with many in Richardson Bay, can be harder to pin down. Some are burdened with mental illness and addiction, but for others, like the man I got to know in Christopher Park, the causes are less straightforward. As Love wrote, “They wait and try to keep going through today, for tomorrow may bring the miracle.” One night sitting on that park bench in the Village, I asked my unhoused friend what he thought about being stuck always in a state of waiting. “Music is notes and blanks,” he told me. “My life has a lot of blanks.”

We all have blanks. But to inhabit them so completely—as the anchor-outs do, floating for years in derelict boats at the edge of the continent—was another matter entirely. I wanted to understand. And so, in the spring of 2015, I took the first of what would turn out to be many trips to Richardson Bay over the next eight years, the accounts of which make up this story. Over the time in which the book unfolds, the lives and views of the anchor-outs would come to be transformed not only by Sausalito and the RBRA but by the elections of Donald Trump and Joe Biden, by the coronavirus pandemic, and by the epidemic of homelessness in California, which grew by 57 percent between 2015 and the start of 2024.

AT THE BOOK’S OUTSET, WHEN I arrived in Sausalito in 2015, the city’s fragile truce with the anchor-outs was beginning to crumble. The same forces that had grown the bank accounts of its most affluent residents were now pushing more and more Americans into poverty: while the S&P 500 was up more than 60 percent from the months before the Great Recession, the number of unhoused people in San Francisco had increased by 16 percent, to over 7,500. Like many wealthy municipalities in California, Sausalito had long refused to build shelters and soup kitchens, incentivizing those living on the streets to concentrate elsewhere in impoverished urban enclaves like Skid Row in Los Angeles and the Tenderloin in San Francisco. For decades, the approach worked, and the city’s homeless population was contained, bobbing at a distance. But by 2015, the strategy was failing. Years of stagnant wages, home foreclosures, and lost jobs had grown the anchorage population to well over two hundred people. Homelessness was transforming Sausalito, and a new, more aggressive stance toward the people of Richardson Bay was starting to take shape.

For much of its history, Sausalito has been a place of considerable wealth. Many of its residents live in leafy Victorian mansions built a century ago by San Francisco’s monied class, whose families inherited their fortunes directly or indirectly from mining and water barons. Others occupy more modern homes, built with the gains from the many real estate, agriculture, and technology booms that have occurred so frequently around their inlet of the Pacific Ocean. There are also residents, of more modest means, whose neighborhoods were built in the late nineteenth century by Portuguese immigrants from the Azores; these neighborhoods were also inhabited by the shipbuilders of World War II who worked in the city’s Marinship Yard, the most productive shipyard of the war effort. But in the past few decades their ranks have been shrinking. One recent study of Marin County—where the median home value was about $1.1 million—found that, while 45 percent of longtime employees of the county can afford to have homes in the city where they work, only 25 percent of new hires can. After the Great Recession, the number of residents living in RVs or on the streets began to grow. Over a three-year period, chronic homelessness increased 36 percent. In turn, the size of the anchorage, which had remained stable at around one hundred vessels for decades, had doubled by the mid-2010s.

By then, more and more anchor-outs had begun to gather at the local park and outside the 7-Eleven, filling the sidewalks and outdoor cafés with their hiking backpacks and flip-phone chargers and crowding the docks with dinghies and kayaks. Their visibility only hardened Sausalito’s resolve to evict them: anchor-outs were ticketed and jailed for minor infractions, and their floating homes were declared to be marine debris, towed to the Army Corps of Engineers yard, and crushed, often with decades of personal belongings and family heirlooms inside. In the time over which this book unfolds, anchor-outs who once described their world to me as “an ever-living society gumbo” grew paranoid toward one another. Violence among them became more commonplace. No one any longer spoke of plans to fix up their boat, of the big break just around the corner. And the holy men who once preached salvation and glory for those who lived outside of money now preached only of the coming apocalypse for the unhoused people of Richardson Bay. They saw it long before I did.

THE EPIDEMIC OF HOMELESSNESS IS NOT unique to Sausalito and is spreading both across the nation and in the state of California: as of 2024, the number of unhoused people in the United States was estimated to be about 650,000, and 28 percent of them resided in California. About three-quarters of unhoused people in the United States did not become unhoused as the result of a serious illness, like schizophrenia, but rather, in most cases, as a result of their area’s chronic shortage of affordable housing. The consequences of homelessness, however, are substance misuse, depression, suicidal thoughts, and symptoms of trauma, brought on in part by, as one 2020 study put it, “the daily struggles and emotional toll of exposure not only to the elements but to scorn and harassment from passers-by and the police.” More than half of the unhoused population of the United States has suffered a traumatic brain injury while living on the street.

This story of the anchor-outs is uniquely suited to revealing certain of the mechanics of homelessness. Both the anchorage and Sausalito can trace their origins to the development, almost entirely within the past 170 years, of San Francisco, a relatively small major city. The same fortunes, powers, and policies drove the growth of each population, side by side, toward opposite fates. For example, the profits that historically built Sausalito were primarily generated by the mining and real estate industries. The environmental negligence of these industries was so great, and had endangered the San Francisco Bay waterway so severely, that the state of California was forced to pass legislation to thwart them. Only a decade later, local and regional authorities began using that very same law to clear the waterfront of unhoused people, to make way for new real estate developments.

It is a long story, and a central one of this book. But it is neither the only story nor the most important: first and foremost, this is an account of the lives of people living on the anchorage. It documents their traditions, their churches, their celebrations, their feuds, their relationships, and their jokes at a time when they were under the greatest threat of their one-hundred-year existence. It is the story of what we all stand to destroy when unhoused and low-income communities are allowed to be flattened out of their humanity and peculiarity, to be torn apart by ill-considered, profit-driven policies that ask them to pick up and move along, as if, in tearing down camp and scattering in all directions, they have nothing left to lose.





Part 1

The Calm

2015–2016





1

WHEN THE WATER WAS CALM AND THE HARBORMASTER WAS AWAY, THE anchor-outs filled their backpacks with tobacco and sandwiches and rowed their boats to shore. They tied up in the shade of a box elder and went about their day in Dunphy Park, a three-and-a-half-acre patch of grass a mile up the Sausalito coastline. It was a peaceful place. On the north end, there was an old decaying ship, known as the Galilee, where egrets hunted herring in the eelgrass. Near the water’s edge was a small white gazebo with a gently sloping roof under which anchor-outs married and mourned the loss of loved ones at long last carried out by the tide. If the sun was shining, the anchor-outs stretched out with their dogs beneath the willows to trade leftovers and gossip: about a vanished neighbor, an ill-tempered new arrival, an attack on them in the local paper. In this way they took in these quiet moments and readied themselves as best they could for whatever storm blew through next. They were easy to spot among the residents of Sausalito. They were often rolling cigarettes and bickering like old friends. And they looked tired, maybe from a night in jail or a fight with the police that had left them battered and hunched over, disabused of the value of posturing.

One afternoon, in the spring of 2015, I went down the shoreline of Dunphy Park in search of an anchor-out I knew named Innate Thought. Rumor was that the Coast Guard had raided his boat and now he was demanding redress from the Supreme Court. This otherwise fantastical claim was, in Innate’s case, at least conceivable: he was a self-taught anchorage lawyer with an encyclopedic knowledge of American maritime jurisprudence that he dispensed freely and often to his neighbors, without regard to solicitation. But no one had yet seen him that day; of late, I was told in the park, he’d been holed up on his boat, editing a documentary about Richardson Bay on a laptop he’d wired to a car battery.

Having no luck finding him, I stood along the water. The air was quiet but for the honking of gulls and the clamoring of jib hanks when the breeze blew across the bay.

An anchor-out in a white linen robe with curly black locks approached me. He introduced himself as Jeff Jacob. He was a Jubilee Messenger, he said.

Jubilee? I asked.

Every fiftieth year, according to the Book of Leviticus, the debts of the poor vanish as the lonely are reunited with their families and all property is restored to its rightful owners. And during that year the people finally rest, needing neither to reap nor to sow, for God in the twelve months prior will have made their crops bountiful. Scripture says that the Jubilee was observed at least as far back as the time of Jacob and was handed down centuries later from Noah to Moses. On the seventh month of the fiftieth year, said God to Moses atop Mount Sinai, he must blow the trumpet on the Day of Atonement and proclaim liberty throughout the land to all its inhabitants.

I looked west, to the Sausalito hillside dotted with three-story mansions painted in soft pinks and blues. Then, over by the gazebo, I spotted Innate’s older brother, Dream Weaver, and watched as he tossed a ball for his pit bull, Bleau Bell, and coughed into his sleeve. When I turned back to Jeff, he’d already wandered off down the beach.

“HEY, BROTHER!” I HEARD SOMEONE CALL in my direction. It was Innate, at last, waving to me to join him on a nearby park bench.

He introduced me to his partner, Melissa, who’d moved to the anchorage from Hawaii only a year before. He packed a glass bowl with weed and hit it with a lighter he kept tied around his neck. Smoke billowed from his mouth as he passed it to a large older man covered in paint.

“This is Bo,” Innate said.

I recognized the name. Off and on, Bo had been around Richardson Bay for half a century. He collected driftwood on which he painted seascapes with dried-out brushes and straws. He left them scattered about town, in front of the public library, in the 7-Eleven parking lot, and outside the gas station. The works were free for the taking, but for ten dollars he would add his signature: VanBo.

Bo fished a can of Steel Reserve from the plastic bucket tied to the handlebars of his bicycle. He took a sip and switched on a portable radio. Something’s off, he told us, looking out across the park. Not long ago he’d had a confrontation with the Sausalito police that he couldn’t figure out. “I was out there fucking with the boat,” he said, when officers, who have jurisdiction over the westernmost portion of the anchorage, boarded his vessel and handcuffed him.

Dream, who’d been listening at a distance, walked over and asked Bo what cause the police provided for the arrest.

Bo sighed. “For resisting arrest.”

Innate shook his head and passed the bowl back to Bo.

Sam Smith’s “Stay with Me” came on the radio.

“They can’t eradicate us!” Innate shouted.

Everyone grumbled.

Innate exhaled. “They have to take us one by one,” he whispered to himself. He turned to me: “There are hardships out there right now. I got a ticket for being in a rowboat while not having a life preserver.”

As I learned, the problem wasn’t so much the tickets or the nights in jail; it was what might happen to their boats when they were in court or incarcerated. If a harbormaster finds an empty boat, Innate said, “he might say it’s adrift, crush it. Or if it’s still a good boat, he might take it up to Petaluma and sell it on Craigslist.”

Dream laughed. “Well, that’s a good lesson. You need to learn that! Be prepared for the assholes.”

Life on the water hadn’t always been this rough. In the 1980s, even after Sausalito and the other municipalities of the bay formed the Richardson Bay Regional Agency (RBRA) and published their seventy-two-hour ordinance, they enforced it sparingly. The anchorage was a jurisdictional mess: it was created by the US Congress and placed in the care of the Coast Guard with no constraints on the duration of time a vessel could stay. At the state level, it was governed by the Bay Conservation and Development Commission (BCDC). Established to preserve the habitat of the San Francisco Bay waterway, the commission derived its authority from an environmental protection act passed in 1965 by the California State Legislature. In turn, the BCDC had vested the RBRA with its enforcement powers. Whether this patched-together framework allowed the RBRA or the Sausalito police to evict an unhoused person had never been tested in court. And for decades, with the size of the anchorage holding steady at about one hundred people, the RBRA didn’t appear eager to find out. But following the Great Recession, as the number of people in the estuary more than doubled, the harbormaster had grown increasingly aggressive. His concerns took on an environmental flavor: anchor-outs were killing eelgrass with their lines, he argued, and polluting the water with feces and trash. To Innate, the latter charge was the most egregious: the city of Sausalito had ended the practice of sending around a boat to collect their trash and pump out their storage tanks, and now the city was penalizing them for what happened as a result.

Bo stood up and pointed southward, toward a patch of tall grass jutting out into the water. Behind it was a yacht club, where members strolled along the docks, past the ninety-foot berths and pump-out stations, the laundry machines and warm showers.

“This used to be an Indian graveyard,” he said. “Now people build buildings where they stole the land. Burned it. And now they’re walking on it. Then it used to be a shipyard where they built ships for the Army. It happened again. They gave the Indians beads for land, then they gave the Black guys crack. Then they sold out to guys with pointed shoes and tight jackets. Just go downtown.”

I looked over to Innate, whose chin was on his chest, swallowed by the stretched-out neck of his crackled old graphic T-shirt.

Did he ever dream of moving back onto land? Of getting free of the harbormaster?

No, he said. He’d learned to love himself on the water. And anyway, rich people all go to hell.

But didn’t he miss his life as an IT worker in San Diego, with his warm bed and steady income?

“That’s not what makes me smile,” he said. “The happiness I get comes from the toil.”

LATER, AS THE SKY TURNED TO orange, Bo noticed a young girl, maybe five years old, running across the grass, looking for someone to play with before the sun dropped behind the hill. He grabbed a Frisbee from the ground and tossed it her way.

After a couple of throws, the Frisbee landed on the roof of the gazebo. Bo, now a few Steel Reserves in, stumbled over to the nearby gravel lot and picked up a harpoon. It was maybe six feet long, with a rusted hook on the end. He swung it wildly at the gazebo’s roof, attempting to snag the errant disc.

A man in khaki shorts and a polo shirt asked him to stop. He sounded exhausted, like he’d had the conversation many times before.

Bo ignored him. Eventually, though, he abandoned his efforts anyway, dropping the harpoon in the grass. After he stumbled away, the girl resolved to continue the recovery operation and attempted to lift the spear herself.

The man in khaki shorts told her to leave the spear alone.

She giggled and pulled at the handle.

To no one in particular the man demanded to know who the child’s parents were.

On a bench by the shore, a group of anchor-outs watched the five-year-old’s obviously futile attempts to lift the heavy harpoon, confused by the urgency of the man’s concern. But after other Sausalitans took notice and began to crowd around the gazebo, an old woman on the bench shouted: “Put it down!”

The child jumped to attention, dropped the handle, and ran off toward the beach.

Satisfied, the Sausalitans disbanded. Some returned to their games of bocce ball, while others headed out for dinner at one or another of the restaurants along the shore.

The anchor-outs on the bench resumed their evening, peeling clementines for one another, exchanging copies of the paper, complaining of all the ways in which local columnists failed to get their story right.

The old woman exhaled. The day’s trouble had passed. She took another hit off her joint.

Beside me, Innate began to laugh.

I recalled to him something that Bo had said: “Everyone can’t live in the same place.”

He nodded.

Did the Coast Guard really raid your boat? I asked.

They had, he told me. But they’d made a mistake in allowing Sausalito police officers to join them. According to his interpretation of a recent Supreme Court ruling about a houseboat in Florida, no city official had a right to board his barge.

So he was suing for damages?

Innate sighed. This wasn’t about money or his boat. This was his chance to stop the anchorage from being destroyed.

I looked out at the hundreds of boats bobbing in the bay, just as they had done for almost a century. This was what being on the verge of destruction looked like?

He shook his head. I wasn’t seeing it. Something big was happening. But he didn’t have time to explain. He needed to get back to his boat before the tide went out and a sandbar blocked his passage. Next time I was around, he said, I should drop by and he’d explain everything.

By now it was almost dark.

As he made for his dinghy he flashed his hard-earned yellow smile: “When you pick away the crust,” he said, “the pudding comes out.”
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THAT NIGHT, BACK IN MY HOTEL ROOM IN SAN FRANCISCO, I THOUGHT OF what Jeff had said about the Jubilee.

Many biblical scholars, including Jeff, believe that the Jubilee is the key to understanding a mysterious line from Moses in the Book of Genesis: “And the Lord said, ‘My spirit shall not strive with man forever, for he is indeed flesh; yet his days shall be one hundred and twenty years.’ ”

If Adam lived to 930 years of age, Noah to 950, and his son Shem to 600, then what did God mean when he limited man’s days to 120 years? After all, it was only a few decades ago, in 1997, that Jeanne Calment, a French woman who prayed each morning and smoked for a century, died at the age of 122.

It’s been theorized instead that God was speaking in Jubilee years and referring not to the life span of individuals but to that of all humankind; he was declaring that people will inhabit the earth for 120 Jubilees, or 6,000 years from the time of creation, when Adam and Eve were expelled from Eden. To know when the world ends, then, one only needs to know of its beginning.

The Coast Miwok were the first inhabitants of the land now called Sausalito. They tell us that before the earth there was only water and a silver fox who was walking aimlessly in the fog, singing her prayer to a now-lost melody: “I want to meet someone.” When a coyote appeared, she told him she was lonely, and so they decided to walk together, though they had no place to go. “Let’s make the world,” Silver Fox said at an unknown date. But Coyote didn’t know how to make a world. “We will sing,” she told him, and her lonely prayer at once became the song of sod and mud as she and Coyote danced and the earth formed beneath their feet. Up first from the vast waters rose the peak of Won-nah-pi’s, which, on a distant day, certain of the ancestors of those soon to be made by Coyote and Silver Fox would call Sonoma Mountain. Coyote unfurled across the water great mats of sewn-together sticks and leaves, upon which he planted trees and built up mountains. He made different types of creatures from different types of feathers and different types of sticks. Some would be drawn to the water’s edge of their new earth, to collect shells and fish and paddle the oceans. Others journeyed inland, to hunt in the forests and climb the mountainsides. In these ways all people were made. They scattered across the earth, each in search of home, and soon forgot where they had begun. Those who stayed put, in what is now called Marin County, became the Coast Miwok. They taught themselves to fish steelhead and salmon from the rivers and creeks that snaked down the hillsides into San Francisco Bay; to trap rabbits and hunt antelope and deer; and to gather acorns and store them in granaries they built from bark found in the redwood forests, which must have seemed old even then. When the tides of the Pacific beached a whale, they cut out its blubber. They also dug mollusks from the sand along the water. After the meat was licked clean, they tossed the shells in great mounds, which sometimes grew to hundreds of feet in diameter. They made beads from the clam shells, to use as money with neighboring villages and tribes of California. In our time, no tool or weapon has been unearthed to indicate that they ever went to war, or even considered it. No songs of battle have been passed down. For thousands of years, everyone slept easy and cherished feathers, for feathers were what Coyote used to make people.

As Bo had explained to me in the park, many anchor-outs traced their way of life back to the Coast Miwok. Anchor-outs were peaceful and lived among the estuary’s terns and rays and herring, trading their vegetables and hard work freely, without interest in owning anything. When an unhoused person showed up on their shores in search of shelter, they helped them salvage an abandoned vessel in their charge. It was not that every anchor-out had wanted to spend their nights in the chilly hull of a leaky boat, but Sausalito gave them no other choice: each year since 2007, when the state of California had mandated that the Sausalito City Council take up the issue of rezoning for the construction of a homeless shelter, the city had demurred. For those with nowhere to sleep, the anchorage was their only hope.

THAT FEBRUARY THE COUNCIL ONCE AGAIN gathered to address the state’s shelter mandate.

The five members, including the mayor, met as they always did in a small room inside the Sausalito Civic Center, a converted century-old schoolhouse that was built at the end of the nineteenth century halfway up the city’s coastline, in the neighborhood known as New Town. The building also houses the library and the historical society’s archives, and it was not uncommon to see anchor-outs walking the halls, on their way to tracking down an ordinance, visiting a computer to check for messages from lawyers and loved ones, or attending a council meeting and availing themselves of the opportunity to issue a public comment, as they often did when the issue of the shelters was again raised.

The mayor called the meeting to order, and the city clerk took the podium.

Eight years earlier, the clerk explained, California’s legislature had passed a law aimed at increasing the number of available shelter beds. At the time the bill was drawn up, the number of unhoused Californians was about 360,000, or almost two-thirds of the population of Wyoming. Its drafters argued that, because smaller, wealthier communities like Sausalito zoned themselves in such a way as to prohibit the construction of shelters, their unhoused residents were forced to migrate to large and overcrowded urban encampments, like Skid Row in Los Angeles and the Tenderloin in San Francisco. This depleted the resources for unhoused people in these urban enclaves, causing their living conditions to deteriorate even further. The law ordered Sausalito to zone a parcel of land to accommodate the construction of a shelter, should one be deemed necessary.

“This is not something we just decided,” the mayor explained from the dais, which stood in front of a painting of the Golden Gate Bridge connecting Marin County to San Francisco. “This is required by law. We have to do it.”

Attendance was high, with many Sausalitans eager to voice their opposition to the proposed shelter sites.

“I know some people are concerned,” the mayor added. “We are a long way away from having any shelters on city property.”

“Mr. Mayor,” said another council member, “could we perhaps get public comment?”

A woman in a sweater approached the podium.

“Are you ready for me?” she asked. “I live in the north end of town next to the schools. I’ve spent the last few days talking to everyone in my neighborhood. We’re very unclear about this. What is an emergency shelter? Most of us were under the impression that it was emergency housing. Which is great. Great. We need emergency housing for floods or earthquakes. But what concerns us is the treatment center aspect of it. I’ll be really succinct about that. We are concerned about this being in our neighborhood, in our schools, next to our kids. Fifty-nine people in a treatment center for nine months? Who is going to be in these treatment centers? I’m a member of Alcoholics Anonymous, and I have been for twenty years. I’ve spent a lot of time on the street level in this town, helping people. When your sisters and your brothers and your family need someone to come, I go. I do that in Sausalito. So I’m very keen on homeless shelters. I don’t have anything against homeless centers. I don’t have anything against people trying to get their lives together. I help people all the time trying to get their lives together. I have an issue with it at the schools and on my street—because I’m selfish.”

Several more speakers echoed her concerns.

One called the state’s mandate “an overreach” of state government.

Another opposed a proposed zoning site’s proximity to a school: “I don’t think anyone is trying to discard these people’s lives and needs, but the fundamental issue is taking it to the kids.” The man was apparently unaware that about one in thirty children in America face homelessness each year. He was hardly alone in his misconceptions. For instance, though it is often believed that the unhoused don’t want to work, around 40 percent of people living without shelter are employed, either full- or part-time. Many live on the streets because they can’t afford housing in the
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