
Every great idea has a humble beginning. A towering redwood 
emerges from a tiny seed. Learning Chopin on the piano 
starts with a single note. And the creation of the Midpeninsula 

Regional Open Space District began with a meeting in Nonette 
Hanko’s Palo Alto living room. As Hanko prepares to retire in 
January after spearheading the formation of Midpen and serving 
46 consecutive years on its board, we are celebrating her legacy 
as a champion of open space.

Hanko was born and raised on the Peninsula where a love of 
music and time spent in nature shaped her childhood. An aspiring 
concert pianist, she studied music at San Francisco State University 
before marrying her husband Robert. They moved to Palo Alto 
in 1950 and had four children whom Hanko felt did not have 
the same opportunities to connect with nature she had enjoyed 
as a child. 

In the late 1960s, a recall of Palo Alto City Council members and 
Stanford University’s proposed development of Coyote Hill began 
drawing Hanko out to public meetings. Palo Alto Times reporter 
Jay Thorwaldson published an editorial on February 16, 1970 
stating that if conservationists really wanted to preserve land on 
the rapidly developing Peninsula, they should create a public 
agency capable of acquiring it as had been done in the East 
Bay. After reading it, Hanko cried herself to sleep and awoke 
the next morning inspired to take action. 

She planned a meeting at her house, inviting everyone 
she knew that might be able to help create a local park 
district. Over homemade blueberry coffeecake, Hanko 
galvanized a movement that has shaped our region. She 
remained the consistent force behind putting Measure R on 

Santa Clara County’s ballot in 1972, allowing voters to 
create Midpen. We sat down with Hanko in her Palo Alto 
living room where it all began to talk about her journey bringing 
the organization from a great idea to 63,000 acres of public 
open space – and growing. 
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Santa Clara County Supervisors 
support the idea of a single-county 
park district. Measure R is added 
to the November 1972 ballot 
passing with 67.71% of the 
vote, creating Midpen. Hanko 
is elected to the board.

1971-1972With Robert Hanko, 1947

Marries Robert 
Hanko. Moves to 
Palo Alto where 
their family grows 
to include 
four children.
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Palo Alto Times 
publishes an 
editorial advocating 
for the creation of 
a local park district, 
inspiring Hanko 
to hold a meeting 
in her Palo Alto 
living room.

1970  

Hanko introducing her mother Edna to 
Wallace Stegner at an event she hosted

A Palo Alto City Council 
recall sparks Hanko’s interest 
in local politics. 

Stanford’s plans to develop 
Coyote Hill brings Hanko out 
to public meetings.

1967-1970In the Sierras as a child Hanko in 1971
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With Herb Grench, Foothills 
Open Space Preserve

1974
Midpen makes 
its first purchase: 
90 acres that 
becomes Foothills 
Open Space 
Preserve. 

1976
Citizens successfully 
petition to put 
Proposition D on 
the ballot to expand 
Midpen’s boundaries 
into southern San Mateo 
County. It passes by only 
a few hundred votes.  

Peninsula Open Space 
Trust is formed to work in 
partnership with Midpen.  

1985
Appointed to Santa Clara 
County’s 2020 Task Force, 
Hanko recommends the 
creation of what becomes 
the Santa Clara Valley 
Open Space Authority.

20041992
The Coastside 
Protection Program 
extends Midpen’s 
boundary to include 
the San Mateo 
County coast.

2014
A $300 million bond 
to fund Midpen’s 
Vision Plan passes  
in June with 67.96% 
of the vote. 

January 2019 
Director Hanko retires 
from Midpen’s board 
after 46 years of 
public service and 
63,000 acres 
preserved. 

At a trail connection event, 2007

Midpen preserves
35,000 acres 
in 20 years.
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Celebrating Nonett  e Hanko’s Journey  as a Founding Mot her of  Midpen

“As with many good ideas, it took someone, or a 

small group to make it happ en, as anthropologist  

Margaret  Mead once observed. And the central 

fi gure of  that group was a housewife and piano 

teacher, Nonett  e Hanko.”
— Jay Thorwaldson 

How was your interest in nature sparked? 
My parents took us camping in the Sierras every summer, 
except during the war when there wasn’t enough gas. 
I liked going out to explore in the woods. Near our 
house in Burlingame, I would go to Mills Estate and 
enjoy the quiet and wildlife.

Why did you want to create Midpen? 
I’d lost the wild places I had as a little girl. In Palo Alto 
there were NO TRESPASSING signs all the way to 
Skyline. Coyote Hill was one of the few places I could 
go and hear nothing but bird song. That’s what I was 
looking for all the time. When Jay’s editorial came out, 
I took it seriously. I said to myself, here’s an idea that 
could be used, why not? The fi rst meeting I held at 
my house I invited someone from East Bay Regional 
Parks and we all had a wonderful talk. They helped 
us get started. 

What motivated you to continue for 46 years? 
It’s a dream come true, being able to do something about saving 
our open spaces for people and animals. There is still land that 
needs to be acquired and trails we need to connect. When you’re 
building something important, and we’re still building it, you 
never lose that joy.

What is your hope for the future? 
That the work continues. And that others are encouraged to do the 
same. There’s a great law in California’s public resources code that 
enabled us to create Midpen. It should be used more as a way for 
people to save their open spaces. 

What wisdom do you have to leave with us? 
Don’t give up. And let your friends and relatives know about 
these special places. Take them out so they can enjoy the 
beautiful lands we’ve acquired for the public good. 

Director Hanko’s last public board meeting will be 
on December 12. You can send her a message, 
share your thanks or let her know what Midpen 
means to you at www.openspace.org/Hanko. 

Ed Shelley; Herb Grench; Dick Bishop; Melany, Craig and Margo Britton; Nonette Hanko
and Jim Bollend celebrate 10,000 acres preserved, 1981
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