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Pinball machines back in play

Los Altos Hills repeals 51-year-old gambling ordinance 

By Melanie Carroll / Daily News Staff Writer

For more than half a century, an obscure town ordinance made it illegal to use a pinball, marble or claw machine in Los Altos Hills. 

This week, however, the town council rolled back that section of its municipal code few even knew existed. 

It was a misdemeanor to operate one of the machines in a commercial setting, town planner Brian Froelich said. The pinball machines of the 1950s were considered gambling devices because they typically dispensed coins to players, he said, likely the reason for the ban. 

"The fact that it was a misdemeanor, this seemed outdated and ridiculous," Froelich said. 

Resident Steve Kalem stumbled upon the 51-year-old law over the summer when he was looking up something else in the municipal code, he said. 

"It struck me as odd. It seemed silly," Kalem said. "So I brought it up." 

In a June e-mail to the council, Kalem requested that the ordinance be removed from the municipal code. 

Kalem admitted that he has a pinball machine in his house, but it falls under residential zoning rules. 

Mayor Craig Jones said he didn't know the law existed before Kalem brought it to his attention. The council voted Thursday to repeal it. 

"Los Altos Hills, like Palo Alto, is one of those towns where people pay attention," Jones said. "We have the eyes and ears to point it out." 

Jones said there was once a social club in town where people likely gambled. 

"It speaks to a different era," he said. "There is no threat to public safety from pinball machines." 

The chapter of the town's Public Welfare, Morals and Conduct section pertaining to the machines was passed into law in May of 1956, just months after Los Altos Hills was incorporated in January of the same year, Froelich said. 

There are no pinball machines in any of the town's establishments, Jones said, including the Fremont Hills Country Club, where he is a member. 

The chapter describes coin-operated machines as a "public nuisance." Music machines and others used to "vend cigarettes, candy, ice cream, and other food and confections" were exempt. Any claw, pinball or marble machine could be seized by a peace officer, according to the ordinance. 

"Any and all money seized in or in connection with such machine or device shall be paid into the office of the City Clerk to the credit of the General Fund immediately after such machine or device has been so destroyed," the section about confiscation reads. 



E-mail Melanie Carroll at mcarroll@dailynewsgroup.com. 
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