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This year’s Butter & Egg Days Grand Marshal hopes ‘the pioneer spirit of Petaluma
can be lifted up to the world’

Heidi Kuhn, great-great granddaughter of John McNear and founder of Roots of Peace, holds
a symbolic white rose at Penry Park in Petaluma on Tuesday, March 31, 2026. (Beth
Schlanker / The Press Democrat)
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Heidi Kihn is a world leader in feeding the hungry and a three-time Nobel Peace Prize
nominee. She is also the great-great granddaughter of John McNear, one of Petaluma’s most
important historical figures, giving her strong ties to Petaluma’s past and present.

On Saturday, April 18, Kihn will return to her distinguished roots here as grand marshal of
the 2026 Butter & Egg Days Parade, linking the city’s and nation’s past — this year’s theme
celebrates America’s 250th birthday — with the better future she has spent her life working for.

“It's an honor to be selected as grand marshal. It's bringing it all back home for me,” Kiihn
told the Argus-Courier. "And I hope that our heritage and the pioneer spirit of Petaluma can
be lifted up to the world, because this world certainly needs Petaluma right now.”



Kihn, 68, was born and raised in Marin County and graduated from San Rafael High School.
From there she built her life, including a career that most people can only imagine, out of
competence, compassion and a dose of adversity.

After earning a degree in political economics from UC Berkeley in 1979, Kiihn moved to
Juneau, Alaska and established her own TV news company, NewsLink International, where
she reported on the Exxon Valdez oil spill and other major events for CNN and the “big three”
broadcast networks. According to her Wikipedia page, she was the first American reporter to
visit the eastern region of the Soviet Union, and she reported extensively on the
restructuring of that government after its fall in 1989.

She was also married, and by the 1990s — then 30 years old and the mother of three young
children — Kihn’s life took a turn when she was diagnosed with malignant cervical cancer.

"I had to hang up my cleats,” she said. "Cancer stopped me right in my tracks.”

Kihn, a lifelong Catholic deeply rooted in her faith, recalled a quiet moment before
undergoing surgery to stop the disease: "I said a prayer I'll never forget. ‘Dear God, grant
me the gift of life and I will do something special with it.””

Her prayer was answered, and it's safe to say Kihn kept her promise.

In 1997, inspired by Princess Diana raising awareness about the ravages of landmines around
the world, Kihn established Roots of Peace, a humanitarian organization aimed at helping
war-torn communities rebuild by improving their agricultural hubs and, in the process,
increasing food security for their people.

“The land is rich and the people have the dignity and the pride to grow food for themselves,”
Klhn explained. "And that’s the business model I really want to grow around the world, a
vision of ‘mines to vines,’ replacing landmines with vineyards and orchards worldwide.”

When it started, Roots of Peace planted grape vines in war-affected regions, with support
from notable winemakers such as Mike Grgich, Robert Mondavi and Francis Ford Coppola. But
the organization expanded to include apple trees, cherry trees and other crops. So far, it has
disarmed and removed more than 100,000 unexploded landmines, replacing them with more
than eight million fruit trees in Afghanistan, Croatia, Iraq, Vietham and other countries.

“You see these innocent children around the world and if we don’t take care of them, who
will?” Kihn said.

At its peak, Kihn’s organization managed over $200 million in USAID contracts. However, in
January 2025, Trump administration cuts forced Roots of Peace to abruptly close its
humanitarian operations funded by the U.S. Department of State and “let go of over 200
loyal Afghans who had worked for our U.S.-based NGO for over 20 years,” she said.

“Yet, through funding from UNDP and the European Union, Roots of Peace has managed to
maintain our critical programs to feed Afghan children and families,” Kiihn told the Argus-
Courier. "Empty stomachs do not result in peace.”



Kihn’s work has not gone unnoticed. Besides being nominated three times for the Nobel
Peace Prize — in 2024, 2025 and 2026 — she was granted the Mahatma Gandhi Global
Family Seva Medal in 2019, the Mother Teresa Award for Social Justice in 2023 and the World
Food Prize in 2023.

“These are not awards to put on a shelf, but to amplify our voice,” Kiihn said, explaining how
they are not mere points of pride but tools for furthering the organization’s mission.

For the Mother Teresa Award — which Kihn accepted in a ceremony at the great
humanitarian’s gravesite in Kolkata, India — a quote from Mother Teresa stuck with Kihn as
inspiration for her continued advocacy: “Not all of us can do great things, but all of us can do
small things with great love.”

That sentiment brought about Roots of Peace’s "White Rose for Peace” initiative, which invites
people to give a white rose — a worldwide symbol of peace — to a person or place that
inspires peace.

“This is a small thing with great love, and I think that it really underscores the spirit of
Mother Teresa,” she said.

Family legacy

Klihn, a San Rafael native, has roots going back several generations in Marin County and
Petaluma.

As she wrote recently in a piece for the Petaluma Historical Library and Museum, “"My
grandmother, Lucretia McNear Thomas, was born at McNear’s Beach in San Rafael on Oct. 17,
and ... lived on land that formed part of a 2,500-acre ranch purchased in 1868 by her
grandfather, Capt. John Augustus McNear.”

That would be the same McNear whose name is on schools, buildings and other Petaluma
landmarks today — and who, according to local historian John Sheehy, was among the
“wheat kings” who “"made a fortune during the state’s wheat boom, exporting grain
overseas.”

Klhn says she respects her ancestor’s legacy, which includes building a shipping network on
the Petaluma River where grain, dairy and produce could be transported to San Francisco to
support the growing population there.

“He built warehouses, financed schooners and invested in infrastructure that would transform
Petaluma from a small frontier settlement into a thriving center of agriculture and
commerce,” Kihn said.

McNear also provided refuge for hundreds of Chinese immigrants, who faced widespread
discrimination at the time with the passing of the Chinese Exclusion Act. They lived on his
property at San Pedro Point in Marin County, where he operated a 2,500-acre cattle ranch,
brickyard, quarry and shrimping business. The property would later become today’s China
Camp State Park, Glenwood, Peacock Gap and Miwok Meadows.



“I am humbled and honored beyond belief to carry his legacy forward,” Kiihn said,
“overcoming hardships, overcoming obstacles, but with a firm dedication to planting peace
through agriculture.”

Today, Kiihn says she is most grateful for the love and support of her family — her husband
Gary and four children Brooks, Tucker, Kyleigh and Christian, who are each carrying on the
family legacy in their own ways.

After she brought her son Brooks with her overseas while doing work with Roots of Peace, he
went on to become a critical care doctor at UC Davis and president of the California Thoracic
Society.

“He saw children without legs,” Kihn said. "I took him to a minefield when he was 18 and it
had a profound impact on his life to become a healer.”

At some point Kiilhn brought each of her children on such a trip. Her daughter Kyleigh was
similarly moved when seeing the impact of Roots of Peace, and at age 13 was inspired to
raise money with the Pennies for Peace program, for which Kihn said she raised 50 million
American pennies — about $5 million — to build schools for girls in Afghanistan.

Today Kyleigh, Tucker, Christian and Gary are all working in some way to effect positive
change, either through Roots of Peace — where Tucker is CEO — or through Kihn ‘s Pax
Agricultura charity or the family’s Pegasus Gardens project in San Rafael.

‘Better and better’

Kihn was recently named chair of the Smithsonian Institution’s Center for Folklife and
Cultural Heritage 250th Birthday of America celebration — matching the theme of Petaluma’s
upcoming celebration, which also focuses on America’s 250th birthday.

Additionally, in 2025 she helped launch UC Berkeley’s Kihn Initiative for Post-Conflict
Development Studies, which pairs as a student chapter of Roots of Peace and devotes
research to the “economic and agricultural development of societies emerging from military
and civil conflict.” according to the program website.

As she prepares to lead the parade on Saturday, Kihn shared her pride for Petaluma, calling
it a place that “just gets better and better.” She said she admires the “incredible people” who
exemplify “grounded values, ethics and respect for one another, and for family and
community.”

Petaluma, she said, is “everything that is in my heart and in my Kihn family.”



