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Packing a powerful punch, a series of late fall storms recently drenched Big Sur — and even dusted higher 
elevations with snow, as this striking photo by Leor Pantilat attests. According to the National Weather 
Service, the Big Sur Ranger Station near Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park received 6.8 inches of rain Dec. 2, and 
has recorded a total of 13.76 inches since Nov. 26. Another storm is expected this weekend.

Enjoy the view, but watch out for snow!

Semi-local author does OK
First mention —

See STEINBECK page 27A

By ELAINE HESSER

JOHN STEINBECK was born 
in 1902 in Salinas and died Dec. 20, 
1968, in New York City. In between, 
he became part of every American 
schoolchild’s must-read list, wheth-
er for short works like “The Pearl,” 
or weightier books, including 
“Of Mice and Men” and “The 
Grapes of Wrath.”

He lived in Pacific Grove 
for the first half of the 1930s, 
moving to Los Gatos in 1936. 
However, he frequently came 
back to the Peninsula to visit 
and stay for extended periods, 
and to spend time with his good 
friend, biologist Ed Ricketts.

Looking at Steinbeck’s life 
through the lens of The Pine 
Cone’s articles is intriguing. It 
would be hard to predict, just 
from reading what was writ-
ten during his lifetime, that he 
would one day be the subject of 
a whole museum in his home-
town of Salinas.

Among other things, his 
1940 Pulitzer Prize for “The 
Grapes of Wrath” and his some-
what controversial Nobel Prize 
in literature in 1962 appear to 

John Steinbeck (center) and his son, John, talk with 
Lyndon Johnson in Oval Office in 1966.
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have gone unnoticed by the paper.
It would be unfair to infer too much 

from that, but the accounts that are in 
the paper’s pages offer a small town’s 
perspective on a sometimes-resident 
celebrity — a bit of “Ain’t he swell,” 

Council makes downtown 
short-term rentals permanent
n But limits new units 

By MARY SCHLEY

AFTER A few sparks flew, the 
city council voted 3-0 Tuesday night 
to ban short-term rentals in the com-
mercial districts and apartment build-
ings, except units built alongside new 
affordable and market-rate housing. 
Council members also decided the 39 
vacation rentals that are legal now will 
continue to be legal forever, unless the 
buildings are demolished or changed 
to other uses.

The vote came after a protracted 
process and months of debate over 
how to handle vacation rentals in the 
limited parts of the city where they are 
legal. They’ve been prohibited in sin-
gle-family homes for 30 years, though 
enforcement was extremely lax until 
just a couple of years ago.

“As we started to enforce the ban 
on short-term rentals in the residen-
tial district, it got more publicity and 
more information was released, and 
people came to understand the ban 
only applied to the residential district, 
not the downtown,” planning director 
Marc Wiener recapped at the Dec. 3 
meeting. 

“We started to see an influx of ap-
plications for transient rentals. Staff 
saw it as an issue, and I know the 
council had some concerns,” he added.

As the topic became a public con-
cern, it was also revealed that some 
short-term units in the downtown dis-
trict were fetching more than $1,000 
per night — making them extremely 
attractive for building owners, while 
they also drew criticism from hotel 

operators who objected to the com-
petition, particularly since a separate 
part of the city code caps the number 
of hotel rooms in town.

During hearings on the topic in 
March, June, July, September, Octo-
ber and November, council members 
discussed whether to continue allow-
ing the vacation rentals or ban them, 
what to do about the people who le-
gally obtained business licenses and 
permits for their rentals, and whether 
such rentals should be used as incen-
tives to get developers to build more 
much-needed rental housing down-
town.

The lucky 39
So far, the city has issued permits 

for 39 legal short-term rentals. 
During an hour of testimony, a 

number of residents, including people 
who are full-time renters downtown, 
asked the council to eliminate those 
permits. While Wiener suggested 30 
years would be long enough for those 
who put a lot of money into their va-
cation rentals to recoup their costs 
before their permits expired, several 
speakers said they should get no more 
than 10 years.

“The action you may take this 
evening will impact the future of the 
business and commercial districts for 
some 30 years,” former Mayor Sue 
McCloud said. “I didn’t realize you 
were that clairvoyant.”

Resident Chris Campbell pleaded 
for making long-term housing a pri-
ority.

“We need more people who live 

See RENTALS page 26A

Committee oKs mid-Valley Center 
remodel — but with a few CatChes

By CHRIS COUNTS

MAKING IT clear they believe Mid-Val-
ley Center is historically important, the Carmel 
Valley Land Use Advisory Committee voted 
unanimously Dec. 2 to recommend approval of 
a plan by its new owner to renovate the 53-year-
old shopping center — but only with a slew of 
conditions added to it.

The vote comes just days before the Monte-
rey County Historic Resources Review Board 
weighs in on the question of the center’s his-
torical significance Dec. 12 in Salinas. The de-
cision is important because if the center is de-
clared historic, under state and local laws it will 
be much more difficult to make changes to it.

To make its decision, the board will have to 
choose between two reports that come to op-

See MID-VALLEY page 20A

posite conclusions. One, which was done by 
consultant Anthony Kirk, concludes the center 
is not historically significant. The other, done 
by consulting firm Page & Turnbull, insists it 
is. Both reports were done by county-approved 
historical consultants.

Small crowd, lively discussion
This week’s hearing marked the fourth time 

owner Russ Stanley’s team has presented the 
remodel to the public — and the first time the 
meeting room wasn’t packed with people. More 
than a hundred attended a particularly lively 
land use advisory committee hearing in July, 
and two workshops on the topic drew nearly 
as many. But on a cool and soggy evening at 
Tularcitos School’s Bobcat Hall, barely a dozen 
people showed up. 

While the hearing was focused on the design 
of the remodel, public comments strayed far 
from it — just as they had at previous meetings. 
Some pushed back against Stanley’s assertion 
that the makeover is necessary because tenants 
are struggling. One speaker, Richard Helsten, 
said tenants hesitate to invest in their businesses 
because they don’t have long-term leases. 

Water board member 
calls for investigation

By KELLY NIX

A BOARD member for the Monterey Pen-
insula Water Management District is calling for 
an independent investigation into allegations 
that general manager Dave Stoldt “manipulat-
ed” information to bolster his claims that a sew-
age reclamation project would be sufficient to 
supply water to the Peninsula for at least two 
decades without the desalination plant proposed 
by California American Water.

District 5 director Gary Hoffmann requested 
that the water board’s chair, Molly Evans, and 
vice chair Alvin Edwards include an item on the 
Dec. 16 agenda asking directors to hire an inde-
pendent investigator to look at the allegations 
made by Cal Am and any potential violations of 
the water district’s policies or state laws.

“The credibility of the MPWMD is called 
into question, and it is our responsibility, as the 
board of directors, to get all the facts,” Hoff-
mann told The Pine Cone.

Hoffmann’s request comes after Cal Am on 
Nov. 11 accused Stoldt of cutting and pasting 

$1.5 M bike path for 
Moss Landing bridge 

By KELLY NIX

A NOTORIOUSLY hazardous stretch 
in Moss Landing for pedestrians and cyclists 
could get a makeover in the form of a new bike 
path and bridge over Elkhorn Slough if the Cali-
fornia Coastal Commission greenlights the plan 
at its meeting in Calabasas next week.

Commissioners at the Dec. 13 meeting 
will consider issuing Monterey County Public 
Works a coastal development permit for the 
construction of a 10-foot-wide paved bike and 
walking path and bridge.

The trail would be located adjacent to High-

See PATH page 21ASee INVESTIGATE page 18A


