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home.

Clinging to a rock shelf suspended be-
tween the waves and Highway 1, Mr. Mul-
lin’s retreat is an interconnected series of
wood pavilions that have Asian touches —
right down to a koi pond that surrounds the
front entrance. Despite the spectacular con-
struction, the place has just enough beds for
Mr, Mullin and his family.

“The freewheeling hippie feeling of Big
Sur has modified,” he said. “But the big
swells of the sea are raining on you. And you
still have to know where your candles are
for the power outages. Most newcomers
cherish the scenery there, and they try to
blend in.”

VEN so, the change is noticeable. “My
neighbors are a lot different now than
when I moved here,” said Monique
Bourin, who has lived in Big Sur for 20
years. “The flower children and countercul-
ture types who came here in the '60s and
"70s without any money were suddenly sit-
ting on top of multimillion-dollar properties,
and a lot of them moved. The buy-in for a
coastal plot is now around $3 million.”

Ms. Bourin, who was helped by her late
husband, has spent the last two decades
building a house in an isolated highland val-
ley facing the sea. “We were hippies who
were going to homestead and build our
house with our own two hands,” she said, in-
dicating a pile of lumber outside her front
door, awaiting a new project. “It's been a lot
of work, but I'm almost done.”

Her cedar and redwood home rises out of
a ravine near Pfeiffer Beach like a vision
from the Whole Earth Catalog, complete
with stained-glass windows and a well-tend-
ed vegetable garden. It has solar power and
a water cistern so that it’s entirely self-
contained, right down to an 1893 wood-burn-
ing stove salvaged from the Los Alamos,
N.M.,, train station.

On the hills surrounding her home, sculp-
tural modernistic dwellings that range in
value from $2.5 million to $6 million are re-
placing the simple wooden cabins and mod-
est bungalows that once made up most of
the housing here. Orange flagging across
the ravine indicates another structure about
to be built on a neighboring property.

A pleaming BMW convertible parked on
the dirt road in front of Ms. Bourin’s home-
stead gives a hint to the mixed feeling she
might have about all the changes going on in
Big Sur; she has become a successful local
real estate broker. (By the way, if her house
were for sale, she said, she'd price it at $3.7
million.) \

Given all the newcomers, some fear that
Big Sur is becoming another Aspen or Sedo-
na, where the wealthy have bought into the
local counterculture lifestyle while indelibly
altering it.

“People think of gentrification as some-

A refuge with a rustic
reputation tries to
sidestep the pitfalls of
its own popularity.

thing that happens in downtown neighbor-
hoods,” said Chris Calott, an Albuquergue-
based urban planner who has been camping
in Big Sur for more than 30 years. “But now
we're seeing it happen on an unprecedented
scale in rural areas all over the country. The
questions facing Big Sur are the same ones
facing the Hamptons, Taos, Marfa and other
bucolic destinations that become popular
with urban elites, Can a place be considered
‘preserved’ if the local store now has a fan-
tastic imported cheese section, but you have
to drive an hour to buy twine?”’

Ms. Diehl, the planning commissioner,
who has lived in the area for 20 years, said,
“We don’t want a Disney or Colonial Wil-
liamsburg Big Sur — we want to keep it real.
The only people wha can go through the pro-
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Creating a haven where
new neighbors from the
city will build houses,

not fences.

cess are people who can afford it, and that
brings social costs.”

Michelle Rizzolo understands the problem
well. “We can't find any place for our em-
ployees to live,” said Ms. Rizzolo, who left
the kitchen of the Four Seasons in Beverly
Hills to open the funky Big Sur Bakery &
Restaurant on a lot she shares with a gas
station tucked off a wooded knoll on High-
way 1. “In fact, when we started this place,
we all had to sleep on the floor of the bak-
Ery,"

Although two of the area’s biggest em-
ployers, the Post Ranch Inn and the Venta-
na Inn & Spa, have housing for their employ-
ees, on weekday mornings workers from Sa-
linas, an inland city an hour’s drive away,
are crammed in cars and trucks going south
on Highway 1 to their jobs in Big Sur.

While Big Sur is changing, it isn’t so easy
to tear down an old cabin and build a mod-
ern house. The region has some of the coun-
try’s strictest building laws, officials and
contractors say, and new constriction tends
to be limited to existing building footprints.
There are rigid standards regarding water
and natural preservation.

“I usually tell clients to count on one, or
even two, years between buying the prop-
erty and putting the first shovel in,” said Jay
Auburn, who procures building permits for
Carver & Schicketanz, “You have to factor
in an additional 5 to 10 percent of construc-
tion costs just for getting over the reg-
ulations.”

Two Carver & Schicketanz clients, Zach-
ary Treadwell, a Los Angeles-based screen-
writer, and his wife, Langka, recently built a
1,500-square-foot sod-roofed retreat half-
buried in a windy hillside 600 feet above the
Pacific and only accessible by a steep and
winding private road in the narrow canyon
that leads to Pfeiffer Beach. The road was
only blacktopped last December. Ms. Bou-
rin, the real estate agent, estimated that the
Treadwell property would go on the market
at $6 million.

As is typical with most new construction
in Big Sur, not even a fence delineates where
the Treadwells’ land ends and public space
begins. The home, a glass-and-rock cube
with a stone-lined in-ground hot tub, appears
Zen-like in its simplicity. Yet the effort in-
volved in the logistics and regulatory hur-
dles the Treadwells had to overcome seems
akin to the building of the Pyramids. Even
choosing the grass for the roof was compli-
cated.

“Some of the oak grass is considered en-
dangered,” said Fred Ballarini, one of the
naturalists hired to help shepherd the
Treadwells through some 18 different pre-
sentations to the Monterey County Resource
Management Agency. “We were required to
replant three times the amount of the grass
thz_}% was affected by the construction near-
by

f:he biggest hurdle for getting a building

|

detall | '

FLIP SIDE Michelle Rizzolo says the boom is pushing her employees out of Big Sur.

permit is keeping new construction invisible
from Highway 1 and other areas of public
access. “General rule of thumb is if you can
see it, you can’t build it,” said Dale Ellis, di-
rector of the management agency. Hence
the rise of flagging scaffolds that outline
proposed construction throughout Big Sur’s
back roads — erected so regulators can de-
termine the visual impact of new construc-
tion.

OR the Treadwells, the effort has paid

off. During a recent visit, coyotes and a

wildcat scurried along the patio while

midway to the vast horizon a line of mi-

grating gray whales spouted like sea loco-
mafives.

\:then the sun set, the glass house seemed
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suspended by invisible threads between the
starry sky and the pounding surf below.
Highway 1 and any other sign of civilization
were hidden behind the hills that had
merged into the night. Despite the sweeping
view of the California coast, one could be the
last person on earth. “All that matters is
that the miraculous becomes the norm,”
Henry Miller wrote — and every weekend,
that possibility exists for the Treadwells
and other denizens of Big Sur.

“It was a major thing, getting all the per-
mits,” Ms. Treadwell said as her three small
children played outside in the steaming hot
tub. “But we knew that when we got into
this, and we’re fine with it. Even with all the
building going % we think the magig of this
place is going to be preserved.”





