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I
f you’ve lived in Portola Valley 
awhile, there’s a good chance 
that you know Lew Hess.

“(With) that big smile blast-
ing out of the truck, you always 
know it’s Lew because nobody 
has a smile that size,” said Jean 
Isaacson, who’s lived in town 
since 1968. “I’ve never seen him 
in a cranky mood.”

Hess, a UPS driver who 
delivered packages and parcels 
throughout Portola Valley for 35 
years, was all smiles on July 31, his 
last day before retirement. After a 
final day’s work winding his way 
through the tree-lined roads, 
past homemade signs thanking 
him for his service — and “end-
less dog treats” — Hess made his 
way to the parking lot of the Por-
tola Valley Hardware store, where 
residents held a socially distanced 
“clap-out,” signed a photo book 
Hess’ girlfriend made and shared 
memories and gifts: pie, wine, gift 
cards and thank you notes.

The week prior, at a Portola 
Valley Town Council meeting, 
Mayor Jeff Aalfs signed a 
proclamation honoring Hess, 

calling him “beloved.”
 “In his 35 years of working in 
Portola Valley, Lew has made 
many lifelong friends that will 
remain long after he completes 
his final route,” an excerpt from 
the proclamation reads. “Lew has 
brought much heart to the town 
furthering that small town feel 
we all value and made it a bet-
ter place for all to live, work and 
play.”

Reflecting on the send-off on 
his first day of retirement, which 
he kicked off by sleeping in and 
reading the newspaper with a 
cup of tea, Hess said the response 
from the town was “incredible.”

“Portola Valley is a special town 
and it always has been,” Hess said. 
“It should’ve been the other way 
around where I was thanking 
them for everything they’ve done 
for me and how kind they’ve been 
to me.”

A Menlo Park resident, Hess 
moved to the South Bay from 
Nebraska in 1963 when he was 
only a few months old. He grew 
up with his sister and mother, 
spending most of his childhood 
in San Jose and Campbell.

After graduating high school, 
Hess worked for his parents’ 

furniture company, then took 
college courses and worked as a 
waiter, among other things. He 
decided that he wanted a job that 
had good benefits and allowed 

him to work outdoors and get 
some exercise, and UPS fit the 
bill.

The company, however, 
wouldn’t hire him until he turned 

21. That year, 1984, he got a job in 
the fall as Christmas help and was 
told he’d automatically be laid 
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D
r. Scott Morrow, San 
Mateo County’s top 
health officer, issued a 

statement last Thursday voicing 
disapproval of the state’s actions 
to force the closure of local busi-
nesses as the COVID-19 case 
count rises countywide. 

“I am not supportive of these 
actions and, for San Mateo 
County, I believe they are mis-
directed and will cause more 
harm than good,” he said, apolo-
gizing to the businesses that were 
shut down last week. He said that 
while Gov. Gavin Newsom had 

taken “many 
great, broad 
and appropri-
ate actions,” he 
believed that 
Newsom “isn’t 
being given 
good advice.”  

Instead, he 
called on resi-
dents to stick to the best prac-
tices that have already been put 
in place: extensive use of face 
coverings, social distancing and 
no gatherings outside of one’s 
own household. 

In his statement, Morrow 
pointed to a number of signs that 
indicate San Mateo County’s 

fight against the spread of the 
coronavirus is stabilizing.

The best estimate for the rate at 
which COVID-19 is spreading in 
San Mateo County is a number 
called the “R-eff,” or effective 
reproduction number, he said. 

According to the most recently 
available data, the R-eff in San 
Mateo County was 0.91, and 
represents the average number 
of people an infected person 
will infect. An R-eff value of less 
than one means that the rate of 
spread is decreasing, according 
to the county’s COVID-19 data 
website. 

That rate has been dropping 
for at least four weeks, which is 

a positive sign, Morrow said. In 
addition, hospitalizations are 
stable and may be decreasing, 
and the number of deaths has 
been low recently, he added. 

What’s causing the spread is 
not primarily the activities of 
businesses that were shut down, 
Morrow argued. He said he 
didn’t have evidence that the 
business and nonprofit activi-
ties that were most recently shut 
down, such as gyms, nail salons, 
hair salons, barber shops and 
places of worship, are spread-
ing the coronavirus at a higher 
rate than other businesses and 
operations that are permitted to 
continue. 

He argued that the state health 
department’s actions represent-
ed overreach.  

“While it is true the State 
Health Officer and the Local 
Health Officer have partially 
overlapping statutory authori-
ties, it is generally understood, 
and there is very long prece-
dence, that the State Health Offi-
cer doesn’t take action against 
the Local Health Officer unless 
there is an ask to do so, the Local 
Health Officer can’t take action 
because of extenuating circum-
stances, or the Local Health 
Officer is negligent,” he said in 

Portola Valley delivers a fond farewell
Residents celebrate ‘beloved’ longtime UPS driver Lew Hess on his last day

County health officer pushes back against state-mandated closures
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Lew Hess smiles at residents gathered in the Portola Valley Hardware store’s parking lot on his last day as 
a UPS driver, July 31. After 35 years on the Portola Valley delivery route, he was greeted by signs, gifts and 
thank you notes as a masked and socially distanced group said goodbye.
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off Dec. 24. So he went traveling 
for a few weeks after Christmas, 
expecting to turn his uniform in 
when he came back.
 Instead, he returned to a slew 
of messages asking where he was 
and when he’d be back at work. 
Hess was never laid off.
 He started his UPS career 
working in Sunnyvale, then 
came to Menlo Park when the 
company opened new offices 
there. Hess bounced around 
Portola Valley, Woodside, Ather-
ton and Menlo Park at first and 
was trained by the Portola Val-
ley driver before taking over 
the route for the town a couple 
of years later. If a more tenured 
driver had wanted the Portola 
Valley route, Hess would have 
been reassigned due to senior-
ity, he said. But the route “never 
went up for bid, so I kept it.”
 Throughout his career, Hess 
dabbled in different lines of work, 
selling real estate and owning a 
boutique fashion company. At 
times, he thought he might leave 
UPS, “but nothing appealed to 
me more than finishing and get-
ting my retirement,” Hess said.
 A lot of people have come and 

gone over the past 35 years, but 
the town itself hasn’t changed or 
grown much, Hess said.
 “It’s pretty odd to think there’s a 
town in the middle of Silicon Val-
ley that doesn’t have a stoplight,” 
he said.
 What also hasn’t changed is 
Hess’ habit of engaging with 
residents along his route. Meeting 
people was “by far” his favorite 
part of the job — swapping reci-
pes, hearing what people are up 
to, trading travel tips.
 He also enjoyed greeting peo-
ple’s four-legged friends, keeping 
a steady supply of bones on hand 
for them and belying the notion 
that mail carriers and dogs don’t 
mix. When news of Hess’ retire-
ment made its way onto PV 
Forum, an online forum for Por-
tola Valley residents and business 
owners, several people posted 
photos of Hess with their dogs, 
lamenting how their pets would 
miss jumping into his truck for a 
treat. 
 “Some people tell me their dogs 
have a bark just for the UPS truck 
— they start barking in a certain 
pitch,” Hess said.
 Over the years, Hess has 
befriended many residents, 
attending birthday and Christ-
mas parties and being invited to 

“way more parties than I could 
have possibly gone to.” Eventually 
parties led to invitations to join in 
on everything from bike rides to 
ski trips.
 Mark Paris, the former owner 
of the hardware store, has known 
Hess since he bought the  store 
in 1985. He fondly recalls Hess 
dropping packages off at the store 
for customers who were worried 
about their safekeeping and call-
ing them to let them know they’d 
arrived.
 “He was always doing things 
like that,” Paris said. “He was 
always great with customers — 
always positive, always helpful.”
 Paris and Hess became friends, 
and over the years they wind-
surfed together, taking a road 
trip on one occasion to windsurf 
in Oregon. Paris invited Hess 
on his sailboat, and Hess would 
invite Paris to barbecues at his 
home.
 “He’s always been a positive 
guy,” Paris said. “He saw you, 
talked to you, always said hello 
and had a smile on his face.”
 Danna Breen, who moved 
to Portola Valley in 1991 and 
organized the send-off July 31, 
encouraged residents to put up 
signs wishing Hess well after 
it became clear that a party at 

Rossotti’s was out of the question. 
She remembers times when her 
children, now in their 30s, would 
jump on their trampoline with 
Hess.
 “He’s part of the fabric (of the 
town),” Breen said. “He’s always 
been there. ... It’s a small com-
munity but he’s kind of cohesive 
in that everybody loves him.
 “I imagine we’ll embrace the 
next person, but they’re going to 
have big shoes to fill,” she added.
 Hess has a multitude of stories 
and memories of his own. He 
remembers dropping off a pack-
age at a woman’s home early in 
his career and how she came out 
and implored him to write down 
stories of the people and situa-
tions he encounters day-to-day. 
He took her advice and says he 
probably has 100 stories written 
down.
 “If I got together with 10 UPS 
drivers and we wrote our 10 
craziest stories, it would be a 
bestseller,” Hess said.
 In recent years, the biggest 
challenge for UPS drivers has 
been the wave of new business 
brought on by an increase in 
online shopping, Hess said. 
When he started, he was the 
only driver in town and made 
about 120 stops a day. Now 
there are four or five UPS driv-
ers who collectively make 600 
to 700 stops in Portola Valley 

each day. A couple of years ago, 
the federal government also 
changed its protocol that lim-
ited anyone in the transit busi-
ness to a 12-hour workday; now, 
employees can work up to 14 
hours a day.
 With COVID-19 keeping many 
people at home, Hess went from 
having relatively busy days to “it 
being like Christmas every day 
for the most part.” At the same 
time, he felt fortunate that his 
job allowed him to get out of the 
house and talk to people.
 “People were very thankful 
about us being out and bringing 
them things they really needed,” 
Hess said.
 Although Hess won’t be driv-
ing through Portola Valley in 
his big brown delivery truck 
anymore, he won’t be a stranger. 
He’ll stop by to see friends, espe-
cially when the pandemic ends 
and there are fewer restrictions 
on socializing. In retirement, 
Hess is particularly looking for-
ward to traveling and spending 
more time with his son Lucas, 
who just turned 4.
 “It was a very warm and touch-
ing outpouring from the town,” 
Hess said. “That’s how everybody 
has treated me for the last 35 years 
— as a neighbor.” A
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A sign on Corte Madera Road in Portola Valley thanks UPS driver 
Lew Hess for his work in the community.

Magali Gauthier

Lew Hess speaks to the crowd of Portola Valley residents there to thank him for his decades of work as a 
UPS driver on July 31.
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T
his November, Atherton’s 
City Council election will 
have a total of four candi-

dates running — two incumbents 
and two challengers vying for two 
open seats — for the town’s first 
contested election since 2014. 
 The initial deadline for filing as 
a candidate passed Aug. 7, leaving 
the field full with incumbents 
Vice Mayor Elizabeth Lewis 
(12 years on the council) and 
Councilman Cary Wiest (eight 
years on the council), pitted 

against challengers Christine 
David, a former Park and Recre-
ation Committee vice chair, and 
Diana Hawkins-Manuelian, who 
is currently on the Environmen-
tal Programs Committee.
 Potential candidate Kelly Davis, 

who pulled papers for candidacy 
Aug. 6, ended up deciding not to 
run, City Clerk Anthony Suber 
confirmed.
 David, a longtime Atherton 
resident who also served on the 
town’s Civic Center Committee, 

drew attention last year when push 
came to shove over the construc-
tion of a new dog park. When the 
City Council refused to commit 
to building a proposed dog park at 
Holbrook-Palmer Park, David and 
her fellow Park and Recreation 
Committee member John Davey 
protested by resigning from their 
committee positions.
 David’s background is as an 
independent marketing consul-
tant with experience working 
at local tech startups and public 
relations firms, and she has lived 
in Atherton for nearly 20 years. 
In an interview, she said that the 

core of her campaign is to get 
more residents involved in the 
local town political process.
 The other challenger, Hawkins-
Manuelian, has lived in Atherton 
for 20 years, according to Suber, 
and she has a background in 
consulting and entrepreneurship. 
She holds a doctorate of educa-
tion from the Harvard University 
Graduate School of Education.
 The election will be held Nov. 3, 
and the last day to register to vote 
is Monday, Oct. 19. A
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