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Big Sur River Inn today  

The Big Sur River Inn goes with the flow. Tourists flow north and south on Highway 1 to visit it, while the Big 

Sur River flows behind it. 

The flow of time has been good to the inn as well. It has withstood floods, fires, moth infestations and highway 

closures and continues to be a must-see stop when visiting Big Sur. 

Still rustic, but with modern touches, the inn turns 80 years old this month. It opened in 1934 on the east side of 

Highway 1 and was first known as Apple Pie Inn, named after the pies that then-owner Ellen Brown served. 

The inn has been owned by Big Sur residents Alan Perlmutter and Nancy Sanders since 1988. They bought the 

establishment shortly after moving to Big Sur from Connecticut that same year. 

Since then the couple, who raised three children in Big Sur, have put in more than $2 million worth of upgrades. 

"We're always looking to maintain the oldtime look and feel to it," Perlmutter, 82, said. "I tell people the only 

thing older than The River Inn is me." 

The establishment includes a restaurant, 20 motel rooms, a store and a gas station. A few years ago, it became 

the first Big Sur business to offer Wi-Fi. Visitors can sit on chairs in the river, dangle their feet in the cool water 

and use their laptops. 



To celebrate the inn's 80th, Perlmutter and Sanders are offering $5 dinner specials from 5-9 p.m. Nov. 17-21. 

They are known as Esther's Blue Plate Specials, named after Esther Pheiffer Ewoldsen, who formerly owned the 

inn with her husband Hans. 

The specials — a different one served each night — include Big Sur goulash, open-face roast beef sandwiches, 

spaghetti and meatballs, savory meatloaf and pan-fried Pheneger Creek trout. 

Also being offered is Ellen's Apple Pie for 26¢ a slice (36¢ with ice cream). 

"It's not quite 1934 prices," Perlmutter said. "It's more like '60s prices." 

The Big Sur River Inn's history extends back to 1888. That's when Jay Pheneger bought 160 acres from the 

federal government. At the turn of the century, Big Sur homesteaders Michael and Barbara Pfeiffer bought the 

property. In 1926, John Pfeiffer, Michael and Barbara's son, took over the land on which the inn now stands 

with his wife Florence. John's daughter, Ellen Pfeiffer Brown, opened the inn in 1934 as the Apple Pie Inn. That 

was three years before the opening of Highway 1 through Big Sur. 

Ellen left Big Sur in 1937, the year the highway opened, and her mother Florence took over. The inn was 

moved to the west side of the highway and converted to a dining room and kitchen. Gas pumps were installed 

for a gas station and the inn's name was changed to Redwood Camp. 

In 1943, John and Florence's other daughter, Esther Pfeiffer Ewoldsen, and her husband Hans became owners 

and renamed it The River Inn. 

Esther explained the name change: "The place was renamed The River Inn in hopes of keeping the river out … 

because in those days the river often rose up during the winter storms to the level of the dining room door." 

Esther replaced her mother as Big Sur postmaster and the post office was moved to the inn, near where the 

HeartBeat Gift Gallery is today. 

Ownership changed hands several times over the years. The Crawford family put its spin on it, then the 

Warcken families. Perlmutter and Sanders bought the inn with a group of friends, including Esther and Hans 

Ewoldsen . 

The current owners have a home above Pfeiffer Beach. They are working with the county on plans to add more 

rooms to the inn, which employs 70 people in the summer months and about 60 in the winter. Perlmutter was a 

consultant in organization development, traveling the United States and the world some 40 weeks a year before 

becoming and innkeeper. "We saw it as an opportunity to get me out of United Airliners and … to Big Sur," he 

said. 

He recalls a business trip to the Ivory Coast some years ago. He and seven other consultants were sitting around 

and their interpreter asked each one where they were from. When he was asked, Perlmutter said Big Sur. "Our 

interpreter said, 'Ah, Nepenthe.' " 

One of his goals, he said, is to return to the Ivory Coast one day. When he tells someone he is from Big Sur he 

hopes they will reply, "Ah, The River Inn." 

Until then, he and his wife will count their Big Sur blessings and continue to make The River Inn a one-of-a-

kind establishment. 

"So far, so good," Perlmutter said. "We'll see what happens over the next 80 years." 


