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Beloved Pine Cone writer dies at 79
By MARY BROWNFIELD

MARGOT PETIT Nichols, creator of The Pine Cone’s
Sandy Claws column and one of the paper’s most distinctive
voices, died Friday afternoon from heart failure one day short
of her 80th birthday. 

A talented journalist who made words her career and lived

in numerous countries, Nichols was perhaps best known
locally for her column profiling dogs she encountered on the
Scenic Road footpath above Carmel Beach, but she also spe-
cialized in thoughtful profiles of local chefs, deftly crafted
reviews of books by local authors and was the paper’s assis-
tant arts editor for almost 10 years. Her colleagues at the
newspaper loved her for her charm and grace, her knowledge
and wisdom, her quiet poise and her dry sense of humor.

“Margot’s going to be missed by us even more than by our
readers,” said publisher Paul Miller. “She was an intellectual,
but she wasn’t the least bit pretentious. And she had an amaz-
ing gift for injecting charming wordplay into her stories.” 

By the time Nichols moved to Carmel-by-the-Sea as a
widow and started freelancing for The Pine Cone in the late
1980s, she was a seasoned journalist and wordsmith. She had
spent several years living in the Napa Valley, where she
founded the Images Unlimited Advertising Agency that put
her in contact with many of the area’s winemakers and chefs
— many of whom became longtime friends. Nichols occa-
sionally recounted stories about her days there, including pic-
nicking with chef Jacques Pepin, who brought ham sand-
wiches.

Chef, restaurateur and KCBS radio personality Narsai
David recalled Nichols’ “marvelous commitment to the art of
eating” and her “recognizing the human effort of restaura-
teurs.”

“Her fairness and consistency made her the best,” he said.
“We already miss her. Carmel is losing a great friend.”

During her years with the newspaper, Nichols elevated its
book reviews to a new level of eloquent analysis with her col-
umn, Bookshelf, and she refused to short-shrift authors by
merely skimming their works, instead reading them cover to
cover. 

She immortalized many who worked in the Peninsula’s
kitchens and wineries in her articles, and she always handled
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PEACE CORPS

VOLUNTEERS SHARE

TALES FROM TANZANIA

By MARY BROWNFIELD

AFTER LIVING for more than two years as Peace
Corps volunteers in a Tanzanian village, helping its
kids to learn and its adults to stop the spread of HIV
and get better medical care, Carmel residents Dave and
Wendy Banks are home. They’ll be talking about their
adventures at an event organized by the Carmel Host
Lions at the Community Church of the Monterey
Peninsula Tuesday, Jan. 18.

A retired pharmacist and a retired teacher, the
Bankses decided to share their skills with a needier
part of the world and enlisted in the Peace Corps in
2008.

“Because of our background and everything, we
were assigned to health education, so it was mainly
working with the village and different groups, mainly
on HIV prevention,” Wendy Banks said.

They lived in a hut in Malindi, a rural village of
about 2,000 people without electricity in an agricultur-

Supervisors 
unanimously OK
regional water plan

By KELLY NIX

A PROPOSED regional water project, including a desal
plant in Marina, got more support Tuesday when the
Monterey County Board of Supervisors unanimously
approved it.

In April 2010, they also OK’d the regional water plan, but
on condition the California Public Utilities Commission cast
its support for the project, which it did in December.

The Monterey Bay Regional Water Project would satisfy
state-ordered cutbacks from
the Carmel River — the
Peninsula’s primary water
source —  and  help restore
the habitats for the steelhead
trout, red-legged frog and
other native species. 

The project would not pro-
duce any new water for infill,
remodels or lots of record,
however.

Though most who com-
mented on the project before supervisors were in favor of it,
there were also questions about costs, oversight of the pro-
ject’s financing and other water supply possibilities.

One local water activist, George Riley, with a group called
Citizens for Public Water, even claimed the public has been
“blinded by the speed” in which the regional project has been
given the OK.

“The point is there are costs related to the water issue that
are not being resolved and not being discussed and not being
understood by the public,” Riley said. “Perhaps these issues
should be vetted more thoroughly.”

Former Monterey Peninsula Water Management District
director Ron Chesshire — who is with a group called
WaterWATCH  — responded firmly to Riley.

“What speed, George?” Chesshire said. “Thirty-two years
we have been dealing with this. There is no speed involved
here.”

Per the agreement, the desal plant would be owned and
operated by the Marina Coast Water District and would treat
a combination of seawater and brackish water that would be

A drought-proof
supply, but much
higher bills and
no new water 

James Sulentich

Palo Corona park getting lots of new trails

MPRPD picks new GM
By CHRIS COUNTS

THE EXECUTIVE
director of the Santa Lucia
Conservancy, James
Sulentich, is taking over as
general manager of the
Monterey Peninsula
Regional Park District.

The decision to hire
Sulentich was announced
Thursday after a special park
district board meeting. A
Pacific Grove resident,
Sulentich starts his new job

Dog ban lifted on
Hatton Canyon path

By CHRIS COUNTS

IN A move that will no doubt be hailed by Carmel’s
canine-loving population, California Department of Parks
and Recreation superintendent Dana Jones confirmed this
week that dogs are now welcome along the entire length of
the Hatton Canyon recreation trail — as long as they are on
leashes.

A ban on dogs along the trail went into effect in March
2009. The move upset several residents who were long accus-
tomed to walking their dogs along the scenic route.

Two years ago, Jones said dogs would be able to return to
the canyon once the trail was paved, which state parks
planned to do. But due to budgetary constraints, the work
was never done.

The recent completion of the Carmel Hill & River Bicycle
Trail makes access to the canyon far more inviting for the

By CHRIS COUNTS

NOW that a six-month trail renovation project has been
completed, the hike to what is perhaps the Monterey
Peninsula’s most dramatic scenic vista, Inspiration Point, is
again open to the public.

And soon, other scenic vistas among the vast collection of
hills and meadows that make up Carmel’s southern horizon
will be accessible as well.

Reached through a rustic gate just south of the former
Odello artichoke fields, Palo Corona Regional Park was part
of the Palo Corona Ranch, which was privately owned until a
consortium of agencies acquired it in 2002 for $37,000,000. 

One of the chief aims of the project was to improve the
Palo Corona Trail, which travels from Highway 1 to
Inspiration Point. A decomposed granite surface was added
to the trail, and extensive work was done to reduce the impact
of erosion. The route was also realigned, making the grade

easier for hikers.
The Monterey Peninsula Regional Park District last week

also unveiled a new loop through the park’s East Field. Three
new trails form the loop, which meanders for a little less than
a mile through stately oaks and gently sloping meadows. The
loop provides a far less strenuous alternative than the hike up
to Inspiration Point and features a variety of enticing picnic
spots.

“This is going to be a very popular loop,” predicted Al
Miyamoto, the park district’s operations manager.

As part of the project, two obsolete sections of road in the
park were retired and grasslands were replanted.

And three more trails, each leading to dramatic vistas, are

See TRAILS page 21A

Margot Nichols, who loved all dogs but couldn’t have one,
borrowed a pair for an SPCA fundraiser in in the early 2000s.


