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Alan Perlmutter: from corporate offices to a chair in the river
FROM A third-floor apartment in the

Washington Heights neighborhood of
Manhattan, young Alan
Perlmutter could walk to the
Hudson River. But he couldn’t
name more than one of the
building’s other tenants. They
were strangers, and that was just
the way things were. He worked
for his family’s business, the St.
Regis Paper Company of New
York City, with a paper mill in
North Tonawanda. 

“We recycled paper,” he said,
“We made 40 tons of paper-
board daily from scrap paper
and boxes — and this was 60
years ago!” 

Perlmutter graduated from
Cornell University’s College of
Agriculture with a degree in
food science and technology —
which at the time meant he’d studied how to
freeze food for commercial use. From 1953
to 1955, he served in one of the Army’s
domestic anti-aircraft units, helping to keep
Pittsburgh, Penn., safe for democracy.
“Thankfully, we never had to fire a shot!” he
added.

Perlmutter eventually built an internation-
al business as a management consultant. He

married Nancy Sanders, a psychiatric social
worker, and they settled into Westport, Conn.
They visited Esalen Institute on several
occasions, and in 1978, they sold their New
England home, rented a place in Big Sur, and
never looked back.

Perlmutter said it’s a very
different way of life, and he
advised anyone thinking of
moving to Big Sur to “see
their psychiatrist.” 

Still, he said, “As long as I
was near an airport, I could
do my job, and Nancy contin-
ued to work — she had
offices in Salinas and
Monterey.” Perlmutter added
that Walter Trotter — one of
Big Sur’s pre-eminent citizens
and son of one of the area’s
original pioneer settlers —
befriended him and his fami-
ly. “He brought us into the
fold,” Perlmutter remem-
bered. 

In 1988, Perlmutter and
some partners purchased the
Big Sur River Inn — and the
place needed a little love, to
say the least. 

“We bit off more than we
could chew,” he admitted.
“We had to clear five bank-
ruptcies to get the title.” 

He described the property
as “derelict.” He credits
friends, neighbors and
Charles Chrietzberg of
Monterey County Bank with

helping him get on his feet and making the
resort a casual, comfortable retreat where

guests famously put their
chairs in the Big Sur
River to relax. 

Perlmutter’s been
active in the community
since he helped form the
Friends of the Big Sur
Coast to fight federaliza-
tion. When the govern-
ment wanted to make Big
Sur a national park, he
and others like him feared
that residents’ land and
homes would be taken via
eminent domain.
Although Big Sur resi-
dents weren’t unanimous
in resisting the takeover
attempt, Perlmutter
believes he did the right

thing. And in the process, he said, “we
became connected to the rest of the commu-
nity.”

That wasn’t his only connection, however.
When the Big Sur Health Center opened in
the Grange Hall in 1979, Nancy was the first
receptionist and Perlmutter was the first trea-
surer. He joked that that’s why they still have
to do fundraisers. 

The family’s also helped
support the Big Sur Volunteer
Fire Brigade, of which he’s
been a big fan — especially
during this past winter’s infer-
no. 

“The fire came within 10
feet of my house,” he said.

“They saved it.” 
He added that the fire brought out an

example of what the community does best -
come together and support each other. 

For the former city dweller who didn’t

their strong ties to each other.” He added, “I
hope that after I’m gone, the River Inn will
survive, grow and thrive. I hope it will con-
tinue as a stopping point in one of the most
beautiful places on Earth.” 

To suggest someone for this column,
email emgiuliano@gmail.com.

know his neighbors, that sense of communi-
ty is what Perlmutter values most. 

“My biggest reward is that I was able to
raise my family here,” he said. 

Nancy’s now a realtor with Sotheby’s, and
at 82, Perlmutter, a grandfather, looks to the
future: “I hope that my family will maintain
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THE PREACHMENTS on a public bus can be a slippery
slope.

Witness the latest: Officials at Monterey-Salinas Transit
recently informed the Central Coast Recycling Media
Coalition that it would not accept the coalition’s ads because
its “please don’t litter” ads might set a precedent that would
open the door for every kook and nut to start advertising their
lame-brained messages on MST buses.

The resulting bus fuss all seemed rather ridiculous. Anti-
littering campaigns are about as provocative as cute-kitten
videos, as controversial as the stoic Native American looking
across the litterscape with a tear falling from his eye. 

The MST policy on the advertising clutter on its buses
isn’t all that clear. 

“MST does not accept political, religious or sexually
explicit advertising, nor does MST accept alcohol or tobacco

operatives with the psychological manipulation skills to pro-
voke droolers into action. 

Due to the tireless efforts of a zealous political founda-

tion, the pro-litter doctrine will certainly be accepted as a
mainstream ideal, worthy of the endorsement of certain sig-
nificant media outlets.

The perilous precedent of letting people preach on a bus
messages,” according to its policy, as stated online.

And, you may ask, how does an anti-littering campaign
fall into the ban on political, religious or sexual advertising?

It’s all about the precedent. Rather than endure the
headaches of regulating paid messages from the lunatic polit-
ical fringes, MST and most other transit agencies in the
world prefer to limit their advertising space to the lunatic
fringes with commercial products to sell. 

Because, unfortunately, America is filled with enough
drooling clodhoppers who will argue that the question of lit-
tering is a political issue. They will argue that anti-littering
campaigns are probably something Obama dreamed up to
impose his imperialist stranglehold on a hapless public. 

And if there are enough drooling clodhoppers among us,
there is certainly a political foundation somewhere eager to
stir them up. The political foundations are created by savvy

beyond the realm
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