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Two Women Who Helped 
Create Menlo Park

Andrew Wyeth, “Christina’s World”

Kate Johnson at Heart’s Ease

Two women connected with
the Menlo Park Ranch created
what became the village, town,
and finally, city of Menlo Park.

Laura Hands spent summers
at the Menlo Park Ranch,
owned by her uncle George
Johnson. That’s not her in the
Andrew Wyeth painting nor
are those the Johnson ranch
buildings. But, similarly, the
ranch was isolated at the time
and a part-time home for the
young woman from Wales.

Kate Birdsall, from back
East, married Johnson’s son,
who was Laura’s cousin. With
her husband’s fortune, she
purchased Menlo Park
property that she named
Heart’s Ease. Kate later
inherited the lands of the
Menlo Park Ranch that would
be developed into many
subdivisions. 

The full story of both
women begins on page 4
inside.
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MPHA members, Hello. As a third generation
MPHA board member, it is an honor and a privilege
to be addressing you as your new board president. I
hope this message finds you well and dealing as best
as any of us can during these very trying times of the
pandemic.

I would first like to acknowledge and thank our
immediate past president, Jim Lewis, for the
outstanding work he did during his term of office. Jim
has set “high bar” and I am looking forward the
challenges and expectations that lie ahead.

COVID restrictions have made it very difficult to
gain access to the Association office at the Menlo
Park library. Nonetheless, your board continues to
meet on regular monthly basis. We are moving along
quite nicely in setting and undertaking a number of
new goals and objectives to serve the membership
and the community in 2021. Following are just a
couple of examples of what we have been up to.

In collaboration with the City of Menlo Park we
recently completed the development, fabrication and
installation of a new storyboard providing further
details regarding the original Menlo Gates and the
evolution of its replica. You can find the storyboard
next to the replica located at the corner of Alma and
Ravenswood Avenues. 

Additionally, we have been blessed with a very
special gift from Mrs. Astrid Flood on behalf of the
Flood family - a 3’ x 4’ petit point tapestry depicting
Linden Towers, the summer home of James C. Flood,
created by Mr. Flood’s second wife, Maude, in 1923.
We’re excited to have this in our collection and are
looking forward to putting it on display at an
appropriate time and location. Before city limits were
defined in the 1920s, the Flood estate was considered
part of the general Menlo Park community.

As for what lies ahead, I want to emphasize that the
Board serves at your pleasure. To that end, an
overarching goal for this year and beyond is to
develop and implement initiatives that facilitate

greater member engagement, involvement and
awareness of the deep and diverse historical heritage
of our beloved city. These will include, but not be
limited to member volunteer opportunities, outdoor
events that offer member participation, on-line
webinars, as well as pop-up and longer-term historic
photo and artifact displays.

Thank you for your continued support of the
association and our mission. I am looking to meeting
and interacting with as many of you as possible when
“things open up” a bit. In the meantime, I invite you
to visit the MPHA website and Facebook page to keep
up to date on what’s happening in the Association.
(See back page for log-on addresses).

Please take good care and stay safe. 

President’s 
Message
Tim Johnston 

THANK YOU TO
THOSE RENEWING

THEIR 2021 
MEMBERSHIP!!

Frances Albrecht, George Andrews, Beverly
Balanis, Jim Bigelow, Richard Blach, David

Blackman, Emile Bourdet, Michael Brassea,  Bob
& Tana Budelli, Bernadette Callahan,  Jym

Clendenin, Francis Cochran, Lydia Dioli Cooper,
Carl Darling, Ann Delaney, Dr. Jo English,

Wallace Eshleman, Mel Froli, Joy Giannotti,
Roger Guy, Janice Hague, Cynthia Hanson, Patty

Hjelm, Peter Hoddie, Alan Jones, Jim Lewis,
Mark and Lane Maloney, Susan Morey Mein,
Patrick Moran, Diane Morey, Maura Morey,

Kelly Muenzen, Sandra Pachaud, Laura Pauli,
Caroline Pease, Angie Robbiano,  Maryann

Robbiano,  Dennis & Linda Ronberg, Mr. & Mrs.
Rud Scholz, Ann Classen Treadwell, Sue

Wagstaff, Sandy Walker,  Betty Williams, Lowell
Wolfe, Ralph & Rosie Yob.

For others who received envelopes, please mail in
your renewal payment.

AND THANK YOU LIFE MEMBERS!
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R.I.P. Kathy Restaino,
MPHA Archivist

It is with sadness that Menlo Park Historical
Association learned that our dear Kathy Restaino,
archivist for the Association for many years, has
recently passed away.   

Kathy came to MPHA as a professional librarian
completing her graduate degree in Librarianship
while at MPHA.  Her first big project was to organize
the Ira Bonde collection followed by organizing and
filing the Elmo Hayden photographs.   She oversaw
the transition from the old database to the new system
and began scanning our photos to the computer while
training volunteers to help with this project.  The
Association has many WW I posters and because of
her efforts, those priceless posters are now digitized.  

Through the years we all relied on her expertise.
She was a vital part of the Office continuing to
organize and maintain the archives and trying to keep
us all in line. That was not an easy task considering
she had to work with twelve independent and
outspoken Board members.  

Kathy was not all business.  She shared her love of
travel, the arts, and stage performances with Board
members Frank, Martha and Lydia and always looked
forward not only to visiting her family in New Jersey
but spending time with her grandchildren.   

We shall miss you, Kathy.  

Martha and Kathy

Outdoor Dining,
Santa Cruz Avenue

A recent New Yorker magazine cover (above)
looked a lot like the corner of the Left Bank (below).

Just some of the office files cataloged by Kathy



George C. Johnson, a sea captain born in 1811 in
Bergen, Norway, arrived in San Francisco from New
York with his two children, ages 12 and 13, in 1850
as part of the gold rush. He became a merchant in the
bustling city and purchased property at the outer
southern limit of San Francisco County. His property
was bordered by the main country road that a wooden
bridge recently built over the deep channel named
San Francisquito Creek. 

Johnson married Rebecca B. Allen, born in Virginia.
At age 16, she had given birth to a son, Robert, born in
Richmond, Virginia, on December 27, 1836.

Sometime around 1852, Johnson leased his land to
an Irish immigrant, Denis Oliver, and Oliver’s Irish
brother-in-law, Daniel McGlynn, born in New York
after the family had immigrated there. McGlynn
worked in Oliver’s paint business. They had built an
arched wooden entry gate on which “Menlo Park”
was painted. Born in Galway, Ireland, Oliver named
the ranch after one of his favorite spots in a quaint
village just outside Galway, named Menlough. 

A railroad had been surveyed on the other side of
the main road across from the ranch but wasn’t being
funded anytime soon. The two Irishmen let the
property go back to Johnson. Johnson owned all the
west county road frontage south from Valparaiso
Avenue. The jurisdiction of San Francisco County
beyond the SF city limits was replaced in 1856 by
newly created San Mateo County.

Residing in SF, Johnson traded in iron and steel. He
also became the consul for the United Kingdoms of
Sweden-Norway. His wife, Rebecca, was aunt to
Laura Hands, born in Wales in 1842. The young girl
arrived in New York in October 1845 from Liverpool.
She would later spend summers with her aunt on the
Menlo Park Ranch. Her last summer there as a single
woman was in 1860 when she was 18.

Laura Hands was noted as a “striking beauty.” She
married a dentist, Dr. Charles E. Blake, 18 years her
senior. Their first child was born in 1861 in a house at
the far end of what is now Johnson’s Menlo Park
Ranch, later inherited by Catherine Birdsall Johnson,
George Johnson’s daughter-in-law. 

James Birdsall, Catherine’s father, was born in
1783 in New York. He passed the state bar at 23,

married, served a term in Congress shortly after the
War of 1812, and, after two sons, had daughter,
Catherine, born in 1833. Other children may have
been born to him and his wife as well, but these three
survived to adulthood. In 1839, James moved his
family to Flint, Michigan. At age 21, Catherine
married a local attorney, 11 years her senior. Their
daughter was born in August 1861 in Flint, Michigan.

Both the daughter of Catherine nee Birdsall, and
the son of Laura nee Hands, were born in 1861. The
courses of the two women overlapped with the Menlo
Park Ranch.

Kate Birdsall Johnson
Unhappy with her
marriage, Catherine left
her husband and child in
1863 for California. In
San Francisco she
became known as Kate.
At age 30, she met
George Johnson’s son,
Robert, age 26. They
soon married. George
died in May 1872.
Especially fond of Kate,
he left her a quarter of

his estate. Robert inherited his father’s property
holdings and his father’s business, George C. Johnson
& Co. Concentrating on his own mining and real
estate interests, Robert sold the business and the
couple began building an elegant 22-room mansion in
SF.

Back in Michigan, Kate’s daughter, Jessie, died at
age 11 in January 1873. She had been attending a
convent boarding school in Detroit but fatally caught
the flu over Christmas when she was visiting her
father. Her grave monument reads: “In Memory of
Our Darling Child.”  

In 1878, Kate and Robert purchased the
financially-stressed Buena Vista estate and winery in
Sonoma at an auction. There they built a luxurious
mansion, which they called “the Castle” due to its six-
story tower. Kate meanwhile acquired a dairy
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(Continued on page 5)



property east of Middlefield Road for her own estate,
which she named “Heart’s Ease.” It was where she
avoided the hot summers of Sonoma.

The couple furnished the Castle with valuables
collected in Europe. In October 1889, Robert took ill
in Paris. Leaving Sonoma for France, Kate was at his
side later that month when he passed. She now owned
all the former Johnson estate. Having converted from
Presbyterianism to Catholicism in the 1870s, she
became friends with newly appointed Archbishop
Patrick Riordan. In January 1892, she made her will
that included $2 million in real estate. One-third went
to Archbishop Riordan for a trust dedicated to the
Catholic Church. Besides many family members back
in Michigan and friends in California, she directed
$10,000 to her former husband still in Flint. 

In December 1893, at age 60, Kate died of
pneumonia in her Sonoma home. She rests in Saint
Mary’s Cemetery in Oakland. Part of her estate
formed an endowment for a Catholic Church free
hospital, originally named Mary’s Help, later
becoming Seton Medical Center in Daly City.
Archbishop Riordan also converted her Heart’s Ease
estate into St. Patrick’s Seminary and University on
Middlefield Road. In 1996, the Church subdivided the
balance of the estate into the Vintage Oaks tract. The
massive turn-of-the-century brick structure housing
the combined seminary and university looms large but
hidden away from the busy road at the property’s
entrance.

The Kate Johnson Estate Company administered
her Menlo Park property, but problems occurred. A
court-ordered Referee’s Partition map was created in
1907 to sort out deeds the estate company had issued.
Later, a less contentious subdivision was mapped
between Santa Cruz and Valparaiso Avenues, filed
beginning in 1921 by Mary’s Help Hospital. Johnson
Avenue runs through the subdivision, titled Paraiso
(“Paradise”) Park, a shortened version in name of
Faxon Atherton’s former estate, Valparaiso Park.
Postthumously through her estate’s realty company,
Kate became California’s largest donor of real estate
to the Catholic Church. 

Thus, the disposition of the Menlo Park Ranch,
once started by two Irishmen, was finalized through

the last will of Kate Birdsall Johnson, the wife and
mother who left one life back East to seek another in
California.

Laura Hands Blake
Dr. Charles Edward Blake was
born in November 1823 in
Massachusetts. He came to San
Francisco with the gold rush. After
six years of not striking it rich in
the Sierra foothills, he returned to
SF as a dentist and married. His

and Laura’s first child, Alfred Edward, was born on
the former Menlo Park Ranch in 1861. Charles soon
moved his family back to SF. A second son, Sherman
Tecumseh, was born in 1864 and named for the Union
general, then burning his way through Georgia. Two
other sons and a daughter, named Laura after her
mother, were also born in SF, where Charles practiced
his dentistry.

An 1868 map indicates that Dr. Blake owned 22
acres of land fronting the county road (today’s El
Camino Real), paralleling the railroad line that was
built in 1863, as it still does today. The land may have
been a gift to the couple through Laura’s aunt. 

Laura and Charles meanwhile divided up their
Menlo Park property into two 11-acre parcels. Her
half was adjacent to Johnson land. In 1891, Laura
created the Blake Tract, one of Menlo Park’s first
subdivisions. Her boundary with the Johnson estate
became one street, later Menlo Avenue, and the other
side became Live Oak Avenue. Her parcel included
the Menlo Park Ranch gate, left standing. The
residential lots were mostly 50 feet by 225 feet,
between the two streets. Narrow commercial lots
fronted the county road. 

Alfred, graduated from Cal Berkeley’s College of
Dentistry in 1882. He remained at the university as a
preceptor (student teacher), later becoming a
physician and surgeon. He married and had a
daughter. An April 1892 article stated Alfred and
family had “removed” to Menlo Park where he
intended to have a “fine residence” built. Though he
voted that year in Menlo Park, his next son was born
in SF. A year later Alfred ran for  city coroner and
won, part of his lifelong pattern of seeking offices.

In 1897, Charles become incompetent due to
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paralysis, and Laura took over his guardianship,
dealing with her husband’s real estate. He died on
July 30, 1898. Likely, Laura dealt with her husband’s
11 acres on the other side of Live Oak Avenue, with
Blake Street extending to Roble Avenue.

In 1900, Alfred became dean of the dental
department in the Cal Berkeley College of Medicine
and Surgery. Shortly thereafter he divorced and
remarried in 1907. The new couple living in Oakland
had a daughter born in 1908. Divorce proceedings
that became hotly contested began in 1919, with
accusations making headlines for a year. Finally
divorced, Alfred was renting in San Francisco when
in 1921, at age 60, he married once more, this time to
a woman age 37. The couple moved to a house in
Menlo Park on 845 Roble Avenue.

The Blake Tract map was eventually developed
with reconfigured lot lines but not until sewer lines
arrived and were installed at Camp Fremont,
beginning in 1918.

Menlo Park had been incorporated briefly in 1874
for the purpose of funding repairs to pre-pavement
roads. The next incorporation occurred on November
23, 1927. Alfred Blake was serving on the city
council when the group met Tuesday, December 6, for
their first meeting as a city. Alfred was nominated to
be mayor and was unanimously approved. The term
was only for six months. Blake remained on the
council as commissioner of Police and Fire. In that
capacity and with the approval of the then-mayor, he
hired a tough SF policeman as the third member of
the force to crack down on bootleggers. The success
of that campaign triggered a recall election sponsored
by the bootleggers that both Blake and the mayor
beat, remaining in office.

In 1901, Laura remarried a divorcee, slightly older
than her with two grown sons. He died in 1920 and is
buried at Cypress Lawn in Colma. Five years later in
November 1925, Laura died at age 81, two years
before Alfred became Menlo Park’s mayor. She is
buried with both her husbands, plus her five children,
including Alfred who died in 1932. Also buried there
are Alfred’s second wife, with whom he so bitterly
fought in their divorce, plus their daughter whom they
fought over. She died in 1993 in Amador County,

unmarried at age 84. Laura Hands, Alfred Blake’s
mother, had arrived to New York as a Welsh toddler
almost 150 years earlier.

How These Two Women Helped
Create Menlo Park
Laura Hands spent summers on the two Irishmen’s
Menlo Park Ranch, where a cousin lived whom Kate
Birdsall later married after leaving her husband and
daughter in Michigan.

When Kate’s husband died in Paris, she inherited
control of the old ranchland and willed it to the
Catholic Church. The town of Menlo Park west of El
Camino Real to University Drive was born of her
Church-dedicated property.

Laura’s first child was born in Menlo Park on the
ranch prior to the railroad’s arrival. Over sixty years
later, he became Menlo Park’s first mayor, elected in
the middle of Prohibition.

Many factors helped the creation of Menlo Park.
These two women, like so many who came to the Bay
Area to establish their lives, are part of our city’s
beginnings.

THE GATE POST April-June 2021

Women (Continued from page 5)

Menlo Park Ranch buildings off the SF Road
(1863)



Junipero Serra Boulevard (#1)
In November 1769, after spotting a large bay from the
ridge above what is now San Bruno, the Portola
expedition turned southward until they came to a very
deep U-shaped creek channel. There they camped and
sent scouts out to explore the south end of the bay.
Determining that it was infeasible to go around it,
they headed back north to the previously crossed
ridge from where they backtracked to San Diego and
an awaiting vessel. Portola never named the creek as
he was not expecting to ever return, and he never did. 

The creek was named Arroyo de San Francisco in
March 1776 by the Anza expedition approaching from
the south. With a seasonally featured water flow, the
creek was considered as a mission site. Instead, the
missions founded were Santa Clara at the village of
San Jose and Mission Dolores at land’s end on San
Francisco Bay. The creek was renamed San
Francisquito, a diminutive form of San Francisco, the
bay where it drained. 

The deep channel was a natural boundary between
grazing lands assigned under the king of Spain’s
authority to Missions San Jose and Dolores, later
dividing adjoining Mexican land grants. With
statehood, the channel became the boundary between
Santa Clara and San Francisco Counties, which in
1856 was reformed outside SF’s city limit into San
Mateo County. For a short while during COVID, the
creek became the reason why restaurants in Menlo
Park were open for outside dining and those in Palo
Alto were not, due to differing county restrictions.

The headwaters of the creek stretch some 15 linear
miles following Highway 35 atop the western ridge.
All the gulches and creeks wind up in a single stream,
San Francisquito Creek (SFC), part of which now
borders southern Menlo Park. Stanford, which is in
unincorporated Santa Clara County, has two private
golf course bridges that span the creek while being
entirely on Stanford land. The first public right-of-
way road bridge (#1) over SFC is where Junipero
Serra Boulevard (JSB) spans the creek and its
adjoining pedestrian/bicycle path. Significant work
was done on the intersection around 2004-06. The
road had been known as Mayfield Avenue before it

became JSB, its name as of 1945. A remnant of
Mayfield Avenue still exists within campus, but no
longer connects to JSB. Mayfield disappeared into
Palo Alto almost a century ago.

Land that was named Mayfield Farm, forerunner of
the town, was purchased on the main county road in
1853, about the same time that the Menlo Park Ranch
land was purchased by the two Irishmen, also on the
same country road, later to become El Camino Real. 

Future Gate Post editions will follow San
Francisquito Creek as it meanders downstream
alongside Menlo Park.

April-June 2021 THE GATE POST

Bridges of the San Francisquito, Part I
By Bo Crane

Photo from bike path under JSB bridge with 
#8 hole golf bridge in distance

Junipero Serra Blvd, facing Menlo Park

Back page photo is of a man standing on 
a former Middlefield Road Bridge.
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Thank You
Business Members!

Lasky Trade Printing
Shypulski & Associates

Sinnott & Co. Architecture & Construction
for your contributions and

dedication to our local history.

Thank You
to Our New Member!

David Blackman

~ Thank you! ~

Become a Member of MPHA
Join those who care about Menlo Park and enjoy
learning about its history. Dues help financially in
preserving the archives, publication of the news-
letter, and supporting our staff and other activities.

Annual Membership:
Residential . . . . . . . . . . $ 20.00
Business . . . . . . . . . . . . 100.00
Lifetime . . . . . . . . . . . . 200.00

Make check payable to MPHA at the above address.

In Memoriam:
Earl Douglass 

(donation in memory by John and Marlene
Arnold) 

Gail Derry Blach

Bridges Part I begins on Page 7


