
In our role as stewards of the lands you love, when the River 
Fire began on August 16th, Big Sur Land Trust was called into 
service. Marks Ranch – located between Toro County Park 
and the Las Palmas neighborhoods in Salinas – became part 
of the incident command center. It quickly became clear that 
a critical firefight would be waged on this beautiful, historic 
79-acre ranch. In a back-burning operation to protect nearby 
neighborhoods, several acres and vast portions of chaparral, 
oak woodland, rare expanses of grassland habitats and 
important wildlife corridors were burned.

Thankfully, this action was part of the approach that kept the 
fire from destroying many homes and jumping Highway 68. 
Water infrastructure and safety repairs on roads and trails must 
be a priority now so that the ranch can stand ready to serve 
again. We also want to make the site safe for hikers and the 
local youth that will attend our day camps in the future.

Marks Ranch was once a major egg production ranch, and 
home of Benjamin and Nisene Marks, who settled there 
in 1890. Big Sur Land Trust purchased the ranch in 2007, 
protecting important wildlife corridors. We continue to care for 
its beautiful rolling hills, woodlands, meadows, grazing lands 
and 90 species of wildflowers. Much of the 816-acre ranch has 
become part of Toro Park, which also burned during the River 
Fire. BSLT maintains its remaining 79-acres with the historic 
buildings in collaboration with Monterey County Parks. Since 
2015, BSLT’s outdoor youth day camps have been held at this 

magnificent spot, providing youngsters inspirational time in 
open spaces. And we have also hosted our 10K/5K Race for 
Open Space fundraising event at the ranch. For the public’s 
safety, Marks Ranch remains closed until further notice.

We are grateful that, though scarred, the historic buildings and 
the back of the hacienda garden survived, as they are part of 
Nisene Marks’ legacy of having created the largest egg ranch in 
California.

As we begin our recovery efforts, part of our post-fire 
awareness/fundraising campaign included sending our River 
Fire Action Alert to an expanded mailing list that included 
thousands of residents in nearby communities. It was a timely 
opportunity to update our neighbors on the critical role Marks 
Ranch played and invite more people into our circle of support.

Marks Ranch Serves the Community
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Aerial photo by Matthew Pendergast shows BSLT’s Marks Ranch 
and lands we transferred to Toro County Park.

Good land stewardship is about managing for long-term 
health and resiliency. Our stewardship team, along with expert 
partners and dedicated volunteers, care for and restore diverse 
habitats that span rare sensitive dunes, majestic redwood 
forests, expansive oak woodlands, grasslands, grazing lands and 
river corridors. They maintain trails, roads and buildings while 

controlling invasive species and implementing fire mitigation 
practices.

With over 40,000 acres conserved since 1978, we have retained 
and manage 4,600+ acres throughout Monterey County. Our 
flagship properties include:

Stewardship – The Heart of the Work  

• Marks Ranch, Salinas 

• Martin Dunes, Marina 

• Mitteldorf Preserve and Patriarch Ridge, Carmel Valley

• Arroyo Seco Ranch, Greenfield

• Carr Lake, Salinas 

• Glen Deven Ranch, Big Sur

* includes County-owned and BSLT grazing area

* 
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I shared these thoughts in a recent email, and I felt they bear 
repeating as you may be wondering how Big Sur Land Trust is 
approaching solutions towards the remarkable set of challenges 
we are all facing on a local, national and global level. As I write 
this, we are beginning the long road to recovery at Marks Ranch. 
Fires continue to burn throughout California and the western 
states, which means countless people are still suffering great 
loss and the effects of poor air quality. Many of us will never 
forget the weeks when an angry red sun rose to remind us that 
something fundamental is amiss. 

As we witness the unprecedented millions of acres already 
burned in 2020, we are living a future that has come faster than 
we had hoped. My conversations with land trust colleagues 
around the state are rooted in tough questions. What does this 
mean for the future of conservation and land stewardship? 
What new roles are land trusts being asked to step into in 
service to conservation and community? Answering these 
questions feels more urgent as we experience the devastation 
of a changing climate in real time. These unparalleled 
mass fires arrived on the heels of a global pandemic and a 
national reckoning on racial justice. For many of us working in 
conservation organizations, these issues are converging and 
reshaping how we plan for the future. 

Before the pandemic, I attended a conservation lecture 
hosted by Peninsula Open Space Trust featuring the social 
entrepreneur and author Van Jones. Van shared that while 
working in Oakland, CA for a non-profit focused on justice for 
incarcerated youth, he discovered nature as a place of mental 
refuge. He became what he called an “unlikely environmentalist” 
and realized that “the environment was the only thing big 
enough that could capture all of humanity’s issues”. 

So, what does this convergence of issues mean for the future of 
Big Sur Land Trust’s conservation work?  For starters, we must 
invest more in actively managing our forests, oak woodlands, 
coastal dunes, riparian areas and rangelands to sustain their 
critical functions of storing carbon (aka carbon sequestration), 
cleaning water, enriching and rebuilding soils, and providing 

habitat to support humans and wildlife. Applying adaptive 
management strategies, considering new scenarios given a 
changing climate and doubling down on green infrastructure 
projects using nature as a solution are all critical. 

Our work will continually evolve as we strive toward being 
the kind of partner our communities need. Given that this is 
the second time in four years that BSLT properties have been 
called into service to stage fire-fighting efforts and help protect 
surrounding communities, we must balance our dual roles of 
maintaining and enhancing the conservation values of our lands 
while supporting efforts to protect our communities from the 
devasting impacts of wild fire. 

We must also think broadly in terms of how our work is 
foundational to other social issues. Land and access to land has 
been at the center of both wealth-building and oppression since 
the beginning of our nation’s history, and land conservation has 
not been immune to this. The ability to access all the benefits 
that nature and a healthy environment provide (clean water, 
fresh air, a place of refuge, etc.) must be made available to 
all residents in Monterey County, no matter what community 
we live in. BSLT is committed to engaging more people in 
our efforts while lifting up voices that have been historically 
underrepresented in land-use and conservation planning. 

As local, national and global citizens, we are in the midst 
of enormous change. We are all in this together and your 
continued commitment gives me great hope. Keeping our 
perspective broad, our actions local and our values of healthy 
lands, heathy people and healthy communities front and center 
is the best way for BSLT to remain effective while making 
progress towards a more just and sustainable future.   

 

Our Current Situation

Jeannette Tuitele-Lewis
President & CEO, Big Sur Land Trust

Plan Your Legacy for Healthy Lands, Healthy People, and Healthy 
Communities
We have a variety of resources available that may be helpful in rethinking your retirement planning, inheritance planning for 
your family and ways to create your legacy. Check them out at bigsurlandtrust.org/create-your-legacy. 

Are you 70.5 or older? If so, you are eligible to make a tax-free gift to Big Sur Land Trust directly from your IRA. These gifts are 
always tax-free, regardless of whether or not you itemize deductions on your tax returns. Learn more at FreeWill.com/QCD/
BigSurLandTrust. 

Considering a gift of stock? Transferring stocks and securities directly to Big Sur Land Trust allows you to avoid the capital gains 
tax while making a powerful gift towards caring for the lands you love. Go to FreeWill.com/Stocks/BigSurLandTrust to make a 
stock gift today. 

For more information on these gift options, please contact Kate Mitchell Mehle at kmitchell@bigsurlandtrust.org or 
(831) 625-5523 x105. 



Despite the challenges presented by 
the coronavirus, our generous donors 
and funders have helped us continue 
connecting youth to nature in new and 
creative ways. Responding to shelter-
in-place orders last spring, Big Sur 
Land Trust suspended in-person camp 
experiences. Providing alternatives for 
kids to connect with nature and their 
peers, we ramped up Camper’s Corner 
engagement through our web page, 
social media, and videoconferencing. In 
addition, we have continued partnering 
with youth-serving nonprofits to 
distribute activity kits with all the 
materials needed for hands-on nature-
based projects. These “Nature at Home” 
opportunities encourage youth to 
deepen personal resilience and enhance 
their connection to nature no matter 
where they live. 

Camper’s Corner videos and activity kits 
have made up the core of our efforts to 
serve youth during this time, highlighting 
the presence of nature everywhere and 
its inextricable link to humans. Nature 
is not simply a place we visit, but rather 

an indispensable life-force we all belong 
to and rely on. We have also created 
over 20 videos that encourage youth to 
experience nature in and around their 
own homes. In addition, our team has 
assembled and distributed over 600 
activity kits to youth through our partners 
Community Housing Improvement 
Systems and Planning Association, Inc. 
(CHISPA), The Epicenter, Girls’ Health in 
Girls’ Hands, and the Boys and Girls Club 

of Monterey County. These nature-based 
projects are linked to instructional videos 
and are also designed to stand alone 
for families without access to distance 
learning technology. Big Sur Land Trust 
also delivered two live virtual camps 
over Zoom. Centered on using nature 
visualization, meditation and visual 
arts, these sessions were conducted 
in partnership with North Monterey 

County High School and Girls’ Health in 
Girls’ Hands. Through the fall, we will 
continue interspersing these live, online 
camp opportunities with activity kits and 
videos. 

The youth Big Sur Land Trust serves 
are motivated, engaged, and open to 
new experiences in outdoor spaces but 
do not have the means to easily access 
open space, parks, or wilderness areas. 
Systemic inequities leading to the lack 
of public transportation options, access 
to a car or the resources to get a driver’s 
license, and the need for many of their 
parents/guardians to work multiple jobs 
or long hours mean that the majority 
of Big Sur Land Trust campers are only 
able to participate when transportation 
is provided. With social distancing 
requirements this is not currently 
possible, but we are hopeful that we can 
deliver in-person camp experiences again 
in 2021. 
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#CampersCorner Brings Nature Home For more information about Camper’s 
Corner, visit: bigsurlandtrust.org/
camperscorner/

Connect with us on social media 
@BSLTCampersCorner

Forever Garden Plant PressNative Plant Seed Kits Window Art = Bird Safety

Land & Legacy Society Member Spotlight: Jan Loomis
Jan Loomis, a public health nurse and avid birder, moved to Pacific Grove six years ago. Soon 
afterward she met with Harriet Mitteldorf, a long-time family friend. Jan asked Harriet about Mitteldorf 
Preserve and Harriet humbly relayed the whole story of how she and her husband Arthur worked 
with Big Sur Land Trust to conserve the property and stop logging in Carmel Valley. Harriet closed 
the conversation by telling Jan that she should definitely get out into that beautiful forest but first she 
should become a supporter of the land trust! This is an especially timely story since 2020 marks the 30th 
anniversary of Mitteldorf Preserve. We are so grateful that Jan has been a donor and volunteer ever 
since and has also become a member of our Land & Legacy Society.

“One of my core values is supporting the things that I believe in,” Jan says. “It’s not about us. It’s about who is coming next. How 
are we going to leave this planet for the next generation? Paying it forward is now more important than ever.” Jan explained, “Big 
Sur Land Trust’s outdoor programs for youth are especially important to me. Providing access for kids that are unable to get out 
into nature easily is so critical for inspiring the next generation of conservationists.” She also appreciates that we connect artists 
like John Wineglass and Edwin Huizenga with the land. “Music and nature go hand in hand. This type of forward-thinking is really 
incredible.”

Thank you Jan! It is because of the long-term dedication of people like you that we can continue to conserve and care for the 
lands we all love. Want to learn how you can create a legacy? Check out bigsurlandtrust.org/create-your-legacy. Or contact Kate 
Mitchell Mehle at kmitchell@bigsurlandtrust.org or (831) 625-5523 x105. 

“I like the nature kits because 
it gives me something to look 
forward to.”
Josie (11), Sea Garden in Castroville

Rehabilitating Marks Ranch is about upholding a promise to conserve and 
care for the land — increasing its resilience so nature, wildlife and people can 
thrive together. Will you give today to help us care for the lands we all love?

montereycountygives.com/bslt

River Fire | DMT Imaging
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Have you heard?!  

Big Sur Land Trust’s book 
club has gone virtual! We’re 
choosing amazing reads and meeting online 
with authors and experts to deepen your 
reading experience. If you miss an event, you 
can still watch videos with the authors or 
experts discussing the books. 

Special thanks to Presenting Sponsor:

Big Sur Land Trust
509 Hartnell Street
Monterey, CA 93940
T: (831) 625-5523
www.bigsurlandtrust.org

Big Sur Land Trust is a 
501(c)(3) nonprofit organization. 
Federal Tax Identification 94-2473415.
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Carr Lake Park’s Community Engagement Center Concept Moves Forward
As part of our park project at Carr Lake, Big Sur Land 
Trust has been studying the feasibility of developing 
a Community Engagement Center at the site. This 
multipurpose building could be used as a classroom and 
venue for gatherings and meetings. In keeping with our 
priority of community involvement in the Carr Lake park 
design, we want the proposed building to help address 
some of the needs of the community.

BSLT’s conservation program assistant Jennifer Vasquez 
explains, “As part of developing the design for this 
potential building we conducted a community-wide 
survey.  Promoted by our Carr Lake Partners Group, the 
survey asked residents for their ideas about activities 
and events that could be held there. We want to give a 
grateful shoutout to Azucena Barrios, with Center for 
Community Advocacy (CCA) who worked very hard on resident engagement for 
this project.” We were happy to receive 300 responses – half of which came from 
zip code 93905!

Survey results have been given to Belli Architectural Group, along with feedback 
we received from recent community meetings held over Zoom. Belli will be using 
resident ideas to help develop a schematic design for the building. Thanks to the 
Harden Foundation, we were able to fund this building assessment and schematic 
design project, which will also be key to raising funding in the future. 

We have also submitted a development application for BSLT’s overall park 
development and restoration project to the City of Salinas. We anticipate that 
application coming before the planning commission and city council late this year 
or early 2021. At this time, the City is preparing a California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) document that will be released for 
public review and comment. Stay tuned for details on when this will be available.

Preliminary concepts.

Learn more at bigsurlandtrust.org/carr-lake-salinas/
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