
o hear Tom Huening tell it, his life and career
have been a series of lucky breaks. 

First, he was lucky enough to grow up in the idyl-
lic hamlet of Mount Prospect, Illinois. Then, one for-
tunate day, he was taken on a private-plane ride,
and he thought he had “died and gone to heaven.”

After that, he became a jet fighter pilot in Vietnam—“the best
job in the military.” He then lucked into a job as a commercial
pilot with TWA. After that, he landed a sales job with the com-
mercial division of Coldwell Banker Real Estate in San Jose,
which he loved so much that he went on to great success as an
independent commercial real estate developer. 

Most recently, voters in June 2006 overwhelmingly re-elect-
ed Huening to his third four-year term as San Mateo County’s
auditor/controller, clearly feeling that he has been very good
luck for their county.

Lest anyone believe his accomplishments had anything to
do with talent and hard work, Huening says, “It was a stroke
of luck.” But when pressed, Huening agrees that a big part of
his “luck” is self-made, and that much of that good fortune
comes from the fact that he is a lifelong learner. He has earned
degrees, certifications, and licenses throughout his life, and
he says everything he has learned has made him more effec-
tive in the rest of his endeavors. Not because learning new
things has promised career advancement, but because for 65
years, he has found that learning ensures that life is going to
be interesting.

Certainly, there were no guarantees when he was growing
up in Illinois. Huening’s father worked as an oil-burner serv-
iceman, and his mother raised 12 children. He says he was a
quiet boy and wasn’t active in sports, school clubs, or student
council. “I just wasn’t interested in school when I was young,”
he says. “I was interested in girls. Shocking, I know.”

Although school wasn’t of much significance, Huening was
always eager to learn something new. And that was what led
him to attend college at DePaul University in Chicago. 
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was young, and while I didn’t know much, I knew I needed a
good reason to be in school,” he says. “I needed to be learn-
ing things that would make me grow as a person. One thing I
started doing then, and have continued to do my entire life, is
I moved toward my weaknesses. I realized that only by con-
fronting my fears could I move toward opportunities. 

“So what weakness did I move toward? Public speaking,” Huening
explains. “I got involved in a lot of things at school—stage produc-
tions, public speaking, and debate. Anything that scared me I want-
ed to try.” 

Because DePaul allows students to design their own majors,
Huening’s degree is in speech, public speaking, and persuasion.

The shy kid is still alive and well, though. “To this day, a public-
speaking engagement always makes me a little nervous,” he says.
“I’ve done a lot of speaking over the years, but every time I get up
on stage, I still feel a few flutters in my stomach. And I don’t ever
want to lose that. You can’t transmit the excitement of your topic
unless you’re feeling a little electricity yourself.”

As Huening came out of his shell, a lot of things started happen-
ing—fast. While still in school, he married his longtime girlfriend,
Kathy Hynes, in 1962. Their first child, Monica,
was born a year later. They went on to have
Jennifer, Melissa, and Natalie between 1963
and 1968.

One month after he earned his undergradu-
ate degree in 1965, Huening went into the Navy
for five years. And immediately, the lifelong
learner trained to become a jet fighter pilot.

Sent to Vietnam, Huening quickly learned a
lot about the harsh realities of war. But he also
has many positive things to say about the expe-
rience. “The military really opened my eyes,”
he says, “especially early on. One of the first
things I learned was that non-Catholics weren’t
monsters. I was thrust into an environment with people from all dif-
ferent backgrounds, religions, and value systems. Just interacting
with those people every day was an incredible experience. It really
developed my leadership skills, my self-confidence, and my skills as a
team player.”

From 1965 to 1970, Huening, his wife, and children were a typical
military family. They moved 16 times by the time his youngest daugh-
ter was in middle school. “That’s the military,” Huening says. “We
lived on- and off-base in cities throughout Florida, Mississippi, Texas,
California, and Japan.” 

When he was released from his duties flying jet fighters in 1970, he
took the next logical step and became a pilot for TWA. Huening and
his family moved to San Jose, where he first got involved in politics. 

“My family and I moved into a house on Thrush Court in a pretty
subdivision in South San Jose,” he says. “One day, some neighbors
and I discovered that the city of San Jose and Caltrans were about to
turn part of the Guadalupe River into a concrete channel of sorts to
address the Almaden Expressway overcrossing issue. They were do-
ing it to save money, I’m sure. But my neighbors and I thought that
was a really stupid idea. So I—a person who’d never been involved

in politics of any kind—just sort of got involved.”
Before he knew it, Huening was president of the Almaden

Ironwood Meadowbrook Homeowners Association. The group
fought the government shortcut and won. “Caltrans and the city
ended up building what’s known as a ‘riprap’ to shore up the sides
of the Guadalupe River. We even got them to build a bike path un-
derneath the Almaden Expressway,” he says. “When the project
was successfully completed, Mayor [Janet Gray] Hayes suggested
we take a photo-op bike ride to celebrate and call attention to it in
the local press.

“So that was my first taste of politics and what it can do for the
common good,” he adds. “We saw a specific issue that needed to be
addressed, we rallied the troops and called attention to it, and we
succeeded.”

Huening’s foray into the world of politics came at the same time
he was moving into the next stage of his career. While still with TWA,
he started another career—with Coldwell Banker Commercial Real
Estate in San Jose. He discovered a new passion and stayed with
commercial sales for Coldwell for three years. To enhance his effec-
tiveness, he earned his commercial sales license, and was promoted

to vice president. He went on to fill a number
of positions that had him move from San Jose
to Carmichael to San Francisco. 

In 1977, he went out on his own, founding
Huening Investment Company. “I took exist-
ing commercial buildings that were underuti-
lized or rundown,” he says. “I fixed them up
and then sold them. It has been a great busi-
ness, and it’s still operating today, only in a
different way. Now I invest in properties, but I
have other people do the property manage-
ment, brokering, leasing, and accounting.” 

His first project was at the northwest cor-
ner of the Norman Y. Mineta San Jose

International Airport—a multi-tenant building complex that he ren-
ovated, re-leased, and sold. He has since developed similar projects
in San Carlos, San Ramon, Dublin, Rancho Cordova, and Grass Valley.

Along the way, the lifelong learner also earned an MBA from
Pepperdine University and a bachelor of laws degree from La Salle
University. “I never planned to practice law,” Huening explains.
“But I saw both of these degrees as important additions to my lib-
eral education.”

When Huening became his own boss, he was also able to be
more involved with public service. In 1978, he started volunteer-
ing in various positions for both San Mateo County and the state
of California. From 1981 to 1986, he worked as a trustee for the
San Mateo County Community College District. Then, in 1986, he
ran for San Mateo County supervisor and won. “It was an exciting
time, and we accomplished a lot,” he says. “But there were also a
lot of 70-hour weeks. In addition, a supervisor attends a lot of
official events. Just for fun, I started saving the paper nametags I
was given at each event. I stuck them to the wall of my walk-in
closet at home. In 12 years, I’d completely papered all four walls
of that closet.”
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While he was on the Board of Supervisors, one
of Huening’s pet projects was getting BART to San
Mateo County. He led the successful ballot meas-
ure to bring BART to Millbrae and San Francisco
Airport, and is passionate about the value BART
brings to the Peninsula. He acknowledges that
BART has always been—and continues to be—a
tough battle.

“One of the last things I did as a supervisor was
try to move BART down to San Jose. It got me into
a lot of trouble,” he says, grinning. “BART is such
a logical asset for the Peninsula. But it’s complicat-
ed. Our plan in 1998 was to put a measure on the
ballot that would have us join the BART system, or
to at least add another half-cent to the sales tax so
we could support running BART from San Francisco
Airport to San Jose. But it wasn’t a popular con-
cept, for a variety of reasons.”

Huening is still optimistic about getting BART to
the Peninsula. But since he understands how gov-
ernment works, he knows that it’s going to take
time. “Because BART and the federal budget can
handle only so much at one time in a given region,
we’re not going to have an opportunity again for
quite a few years. So what’s next on the agenda
for BART is running it from Warm Springs
[Fremont] down to San Jose. That’s an expensive
project too, and they’re having more than their
share of problems. But it’ll happen. And then,
eventually, 10 or 15 years from now, they’ll say,
‘Gee, we just have this one final segment to build
between San Francisco Airport and San Jose
Airport. Why don’t we close that up?’ And that’s
when it’ll happen.”

In 1998, Huening decided to run against incum-
bent Gerry Trias for the San Mateo County controller’s
position. Huening had been a public servant since 1981 and was well-
liked by voters who’d long known him as an advocate of fiscal responsi-
bility. Because of his combination of experience and education, he was
also adept at handling the complex situations that frequently arise in
government. As a result, it was the first time in many years that an in-
cumbent in one of the county’s department head offices—controller,
county clerk, treasurer, or assessor—was defeated for re-election.

“It wasn’t an antagonistic race by any means,” Huening says.
“During the campaign, my opponent pointed out that I didn’t have
a CPA designation—how could I possibly manage an office full of ac-
countants? I simply said that this was not an accounting job; it was a
management job.”

Huening then took and passed the CPA exam in 2003. “Let me tell
you something—that was the toughest exam I’ve ever taken,” he
says. “Tougher than the commercial or fighter pilot’s exams; tougher
than the Bar.”

The technical details of that exam helped remind Huening of one thing:
tax issues are very confusing for nearly everyone. Since taking office, one

of Huening’s highest priorities has been to make all
financial reporting, accounting, audit, property tax,
and payroll services as user-friendly as possible.
His office has won awards for six years for its
Comprehensive Annual Financial Reports—docu-
ments that make financial reports much easier for
consumers to understand.

“I’m always looking for two things,” Huening says.
“How to save taxpayers money and how to make
their lives easier. I’ve been involved in politics for a
long time now, but I come at it with the mentality
of a businessman and an entrepreneur. A lot of ca-
reer politicians only think, ‘How can I bring more
money to the district?’ That’s not always a bad thing,
but let’s face it—that money is still taxpayer money.
And it has a funny tendency to go into the federal
washing machine and come out shrunk.”

Huening says he runs a lean Controller’s Office,
but is always willing to invest in products that have a
positive return on investment. He’s a huge fan of tech-
nology and automation, which he says have been
godsends when it comes to helping the Controller’s
Office keep track of the mountains of numbers with
which it deals. “We now house all of our detailed fi-
nancial statements online,” he says. “We print very
few of them, because so few people actually read
them. But it is important information, for instance,
when someone needs to give us a bond rating.”

With all of his attention to public service,
Huening still enjoys a rewarding personal life as
well. Although he and his first wife, Kathy, divorced
in 1978, their separation was amicable. Over time,
each of their four daughters went on to marry and
have children of their own. Twenty-three years lat-
er, Huening married marketing consultant Denise
de Ville, and their combined family consists of six

children and 10 grandchildren.
Huening is a true family man these days. He’s also a cycling, hik-

ing, and skiing enthusiast; a health advocate; and an author. He has
written a few articles, edited a poetry book, and self-published his
first book, Spiritual Choices. 

“It’s a book about the moral choices we each make in our lives,”
he says. “It explains the basic tenets of each of the major religions—
Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, and others—and it helps
readers decide which perspectives of each are easiest for them to
believe in. Most people are spiritual, but they don’t identify with a
particular religion, as we once did. As my brother says, we each are
‘a religion of one.’ ” 

Spiritual Choices may be a first-time effort for Huening, but it has
received endorsements from spiritual teacher Deepak Chopra,
Forbes columnist Ken Fisher, and authors John Shelby Spong and
Warren Blank. Endorsements like this for a first-time author are im-
pressive, to say the least. But Huening attributes it to “good luck,
definitely. I’m just a lucky guy.” SJM
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Five things 
you didn’t 

know about 
Tom 

Huening:

1His signature dish:
Fresh salsa.

2His worst job:
Schlepping hot tar for
a roofer.

3Actress he’d see a
bad movie for: 
Meryl Streep.

4His dream car:
Sportsmobile 4x4.

5His perfect day in the
Bay Area: Picnic and
play at San Mateo
Central Park with his
extended family.
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