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			Prologue

			In the Gallery

			My first personal encounter with Barclay Simpson1 (Barclay or Barc; see bio)—founder and prime mover of the Simpson Manufacturing Company, Inc.2 (Simpson Manufacturing)—was at the Barclay Simpson Fine Arts Gallery in Lafayette, California, sometime in spring of 1981. Upon knocking on the door of the gallery, I was met by a young man in a workman’s apron who ushered me into a large room with white walls. I remember the sensation of walking out of the strong glare of midday sun into the gloom of the gallery, whose only window was the glass door on which I had tentatively knocked. As my eyes adjusted, I was first confused then amazed to find myself surrounded by fine prints, including those by Rembrandt and Whistler. 

			The young man said he would let Barclay know that I had arrived. When he disappeared, I moved closer to the prints, trying to absorb the fact of their existence in this stark, unlikely place, a converted industrial building along a strip-commercial thoroughfare in a suburban town east of the Berkeley hills and the glittering expanse of the San Francisco Bay to the west. A few moments later, Barclay found me staring fixedly at the moody prints, etched line and shadow, pulled from incised metal plates. Looking up, I was greeted by a big smile and a resounding hello. He asked me if I would like to see the picture-framing lab in the basement as well as other parts of the collection. Here, I also met Sharon, Barc’s wife, elegant in jeans and rolled-up sleeves and a welcoming expression.

			Before that day, I had only seen Barclay from a distance at a public meeting of the board of directors of the San Francisco Bay Area Rapid Transit District (BART) where, as one of nine elected members, he served between 1976 and 1988. I had recently been hired into the BART Planning Department. That day in the gallery, I was meeting him to discuss the convening of a steering committee made up of elected officials and staff from Contra Costa County cities along the transit corridor to consider the possible benefits of encouraging public-private partnerships involving the BART-owned lands. 

			Before my meeting with Barclay, I had been briefed by my boss on the various members of the BART Board of Directors. My memory is that Barc was described to me as a successful businessman, smart, straightforward, honest, fair, and rational. At the time, I hadn’t yet realized exactly how rare that combination of qualities was in an elected official—or anybody. I don’t remember if my boss also told me that Barclay was impatient—of wasted time, of pretense, of long meetings, of circuitous explanations, of the word “stress,” of calculators, of wallowing and doomed pursuits, of long meetings. But whatever I knew about him in advance, when I knocked on the door of the gallery, I wasn’t expecting what I found. 

			•

			In August 2012, thirty-one years after I first arrived at that threshold, I found myself once again at the door of the gallery. This time, when I came in from the searing hot light, there were no prints left on the walls. The Whistlers had been bequeathed to the UC Berkeley Art Museum and the Rembrandts were in storage awaiting their eventual fate. Also vanished were the brightly colored canvases and installations produced by students from the California College of Art (CCA) and by professional artists from the Mississippi to the Seine, which had intermittently graced the walls of the gallery for the thirteen years it was open to the public. 

			Barc met me at the front door with the same booming hello that I had known for three decades. He led me through the gloom to his library, lined floor to ceiling with catalogues raisonné3 of the major artists of his and Sharon’s collection as well as an assemblage of scholarly works on art and history. No noise from the street reached us in this cave, illuminated by a few desk lights bouncing off the colorful spines of books. I had often furtively imagined the pleasures one might indulge in if locked by mistake in this library with nothing to do but read and look. 

			For all that, it was a simple room of modest size with none of the pretensions of a millionaire’s library on display. It was a room in which Barc and I had scribbled notes on the backs of envelopes before heading out to some BART meeting or other; where we had pored over books documenting different states of Rembrandt prints when we worked together on the catalogue of their collection for the 1989 gallery show; a room in which Sharon, Barc, and I met from 1997 onward to discuss the management of an old, stone farmhouse in Umbria, Italy, which I had restored after leaving BART, and which we jointly own; where I first took my husband-to-be, the writer Leonard Michaels, to meet them when we were suddenly engaged in 1996; and where I went, severely grieving, shortly after Lenny died abruptly in 2003.

			Now, again, into this room full of shadows, I entered in high summer, a few months after Barc’s ninety-first birthday. I had come to interview him. Self-consciously, in the spirit of full disclosure, I unpacked my tape recorder and the few pages of notes I had prepared with questions. As I fumbled with the digital controls, Barclay bluntly said he was worried that all of this might be a waste of my time. He reasoned that he had just completed the second version of his memoirs and distributed them to his family and a few friends and thought that should take care of it. All the answers were right there, and he was tired of thinking about himself. I replied, The worst that can happen is that you and I will spend several hours talking together, alone in this library, uninterrupted. As it was to turn out, our conversations were to go on from that summer until a few days before Barclay died in November 2014. That first time, not entirely convinced by my response, he said, Do you really think there is a story here? 

			This was a question I had spent a lot of time considering. More precisely, I had been trying to get at what might be the value of the story to readers who did not know Barc personally. Though well-known to many businesspeople, universities, and the arts and education communities of the East Bay, Barclay is not a universally recognized household name like Warren Buffett or Jack Walsh, not even in nearby San Francisco. He is not quoted in the Wall Street Journal or other business journals, even though many of the progressive business principles he exercised in the creation of Simpson Manufacturing make compelling reading to anyone interested in the unusual idea that the building of a profitable business might include the sharing of profits with a diverse employee base, as well as in finding concrete ways to make contributions to the larger community in which the business is embedded. 

			Against prevailing custom, Barclay managed to knit together the generally competing philosophies of bootstrap capitalism and the pursuit of the common good. Out of these often-oppositional forces, he established a professional and philanthropic practice based, for the most part, on instinct, largely without the aid of elaborate academic theories of business organization and management, or primers on how to be a good corporate citizen. Yet for those who watched him in action as a businessman or collaborated with him on public-interest projects, he was a colossal, exemplary figure whose creed one might consider bottling to sprinkle on business and institutional leaders everywhere. 

			Indeed, new business principles that closely resemble key aspects of Barclay’s creed are just now, in the early 2020s, suddenly starting to erupt in the mission statements at the highest echelons of American business in the form of what has come to be known as “stakeholder capitalism.” Though Barc probably would have scoffed at the artifice involved in giving a glossy name to what he considered to be simple fairness and good business, he would have approved of the shift in emphasis from mainly bottom-line motivations to a broader definition of the responsibilities of business in relation to local and global communities. Consider the lead-in entry on the Business Roundtable’s website.4

			“On August 19, 2019, 181 CEOs of America’s largest corporations overturned a twenty-two-year-old policy statement that defined a corporation’s principal purpose as maximizing shareholder return.

			“In its place, the CEOs of Business Roundtable adopted a new Statement on the Purpose of a Corporation declaring that companies should serve not only their shareholders, but also deliver value to their customers, invest in employees, deal fairly with suppliers, and support the communities in which they operate.”

			Echoing these principles, the World Economic Forum5 adopted as the theme for its fiftieth annual meeting in Davos, Switzerland, in January 2020, “Stakeholders for a Cohesive and Sustainable World”—a phrase which, even five years earlier, might have surprised its powerful and wealthy clientele. 

			It remains to be seen how and to what degree these new corporate statements of principle will be transformed into practice. 

			Something like what is now being called “stakeholder capitalism” was key to the founding and abiding principles of Simpson Manufacturing. These included Barclay’s adoption of a radical form of profit-sharing for workers from the early days of the business through to the present, along with a consistent increase in the company’s tangible contributions to employees, their families, and their communities as the business grew in profitability. In this sense, Barclay represents an extraordinary story in American business—one that yokes apparently opposing forces by expanding the definition of “value” while still making substantial profits for shareholders and stakeholders alike. 

			Still, publicizing Barclay’s achievements is a tough undertaking, with no scandal or celebrity to spice the sauce. How to make a compelling story based on a modern model of virtue in the archaic sense of the word? I knew going in that Barclay would not be an easy interview subject, as he had always been intrinsically distrustful of self-exploration, of indwelling tragedy, or of celebrating past triumphs. For all his palpable mental and physical vitality—his essential openness to the world—Barclay was not particularly easy, or at all suggestible. There was nothing of the “pleaser” in him. Though full of feeling, he was never a sentimentalist, never a believer in rampant subjectivity nor in the psychological desirability of protecting people from brutal truth. Committed as much as anyone I have ever known to concerted action in pursuit of the common good, he was, nevertheless, a special kind of subversive, skeptical of popularity and consensus, strange in a man so likable. Whatever story might be told of him—of his life, his family, his business, his philanthropy—this contradiction lies at its core. Or maybe this contradictory nature is just what they used to call “toughness,” before a public creed of personal sensitivities confounded the old virtues.

			Yes, I said, I think there is a story worth telling. 

			Turning on the microphone, I drew breath and began to ask cleverly oblique questions that I hoped would get at the contradictions, sources, and cross-currents. I was pushing for the core, trying to pry under the lid of Barc’s optimism, his stoicism—coming repeatedly at the same questions from different angles. Though I did snatch from oblivion a few very telling comments—storing them away carefully—overall, I was no match for his distrust of complicated explanations. Regarding the question of his own gargantuan success—as a businessman, a family man, a public man—Barclay was concise, the way he prefers it: his story could be summed up as being a matter of good genes and good luck and, as an afterthought, being in the right place at the right time. Trying to excavate beneath these conversation-stopping statements, I asked Barc how this innately deterministic explanation squared with his twenty-year financial support of a program to teach very young girls from low-income families to read and then to mentor them through twelve years of schooling, through college, and beyond. Surely, this is an effort to stem the determinism of severely constricted circumstances.

			Again, a short, undramatic response: You do what you can. Barclay wasn’t stonewalling; he was saying exactly what he believed. 

			Though I wasn’t able to transform Barc into a gabby, self-regarding raconteur that day or afterward, I needn’t have worried about any possible awkwardness between us brought on by my role of grand inquisitor. Instead, in the magical library, and later at his home in Orinda, we enjoyed many hours of questions, digressions, and conversations enriched by the thirty years of our unlikely friendship.

			•

			That day, when I returned to the glaring sunshine outside the gallery, I was both reassured and rueful. Yes, certainly, this is a tale of good genes and good luck; of the extreme benefits of being a white, middle-class kid of educated parents in early twentieth-century America; of enjoying innate physical and mental health; of coming of age as a businessman during the halcyon days of California and American post-war expansion. Yet it is also a story of something equally elusive—what my New England relatives call “character”—that vague but vast, implacable set of personal resources and instincts that make all the difference in life. As impossible to pin down as the explanation regarding good genes and good luck, character is indefinable—but you know it when you see it. 

			How to get hold of that tale? And harder still, how was I to tell a compelling story about an essentially good man? As all serious readers know, the recitation of virtue followed by good fortune violates our deepest Aristotelian longing to be vicariously thrilled and instructed by the suffering and fall from grace of highly placed men. Even Pierre Bezukhov and Konstantin Levin must suffer great loss before redemption, and Prince André must die of his wounds. Even good men must suffer to make a story. And evil is, of course, always interesting. 

			It would be presumptuous and untrue to say that Barclay never suffered. The unadorned facts of his life include the suicide of his older brother; the bearing of the devastating news to his parents; the loss of many dear friends to war, disease, and early death; the breakup of his first marriage; the inevitable variable fates of his children and extended family; and a prolonged personal struggle against a disease that would win in the end, and not before delivering an exaggerated payload of pain. Yet, throughout this last, stubborn battle—as during his vigorous heyday—Barc firmly rejected the idea of letting suffering or melancholy shadow his life or shake him from his path. Indeed, he never spoke of his disease, nor would he allow others to inquire or sympathize.

			This willful intention to move forward rather than look back is linked to the original problem at the heart of this narrative. Barclay never believed in belaboring the past, which is an unsettling obstacle for anyone trying to be his biographer. Though he was a great reader of history, he was never much interested in the details of his own former life, preferring to probe the concrete world of daily life, the future, or the impersonal world of great art and actions. Pure subjectivity was alien to him. Though interested in the psychology of the self, his concerns were cognition, learning, and motivation. Above all, he was insistent on viewing the self in relation to other selves, especially those battling great odds.

			Knowing this, I realized that most of Barc’s story would need to be told from the outside, not through his own reflections but through the actual facts of his life, and even more importantly through the stories of the people and institutions whose lives he changed so profoundly. One such person, who worked at Simpson Strong-Tie (SST) for over forty-three years, describes Barclay in terms of his passion, but struggles to explain precisely what he means by this slippery term: 

			Barc has the presence.…He’s very intense. He’s very direct. That intensity, though, it really is passion, but different from people who are just over the top. Barclay’s words are very specific, very carefully used, yet he’s not trying to sell you anything. He’s not measuring or calculating. He just wants to make sure you understand….So many men could fail by not identifying their limits or their passion. (John Herrera, SST employee, 1970–2014; see bio)

			Presence…limits…passion… The weight of these words attempts to define qualities that are both concrete and inexplicable, that grapple after the texture of leadership. 

			Striking in the above description is the speaker’s emphasis on communication and transmission rather than manipulation or coercion. Barclay’s words are very specific, very carefully used, yet he’s not trying to sell you anything. From this account and multiple conversations with other people who worked for and with Barclay over decades, what was to emerge repeatedly was the sense of how he managed by example and belief not only to “impress” people with his own passion but to “inspire” passion in them as well. The word “inspiration,” from the Latin verb “to breathe or blow into,” is often used in the sense of imparting a truth or idea to someone and was originally associated with divine or supernatural beings. Barclay was certainly neither of these—rather very down-to-earth—but he did have the unusual Promethean power of imparting, igniting, and inspiring through his actions and convictions rather than through control, connivance, or false comfort. 

			After our 2012 meeting in the gallery, I knew I was looking for a way into the story that had character and the elusive nature of leadership at its core, but that would also tell a raw tale of tangible achievement—East Bay-based, decidedly seat-of-the-pants, instinctively brilliant. It would be a story about the building from scratch of a small American manufacturing business that has survived and thrived from the immediate post-war era through the nineties and the severe technological and economic oscillations of the new century. 

			The pieces of the story are complex and important: creation of a brand that now bears the Simpson name throughout the world; desegregation of plants and the unions that served them during the sixties and seventies, and early promotion of diversity in hiring and retention; establishment of plants outside of North America while continuing to expand manufacturing operations in Canada and the US; development of a nonhierarchical company structure that attempts to have key decisions made at the lowest possible level; recruitment and retention of a management team and a board that was at its inception mixed in race and gender; and carrying out a collaborative CEO succession at the height of the founder’s vitality. Perhaps most striking, given the current interest in business “culture,” are the ways in which Barclay incorporated into the daily operations of the business and his philanthropy a set of principles that is a strange mixture of ancient Stoic philosophy, Scot’s frugality, fairness, and twentieth-century inspirational literature.

			Yet the core of the story is not the purity of Barclay’s admirable precepts, but the rare skill with which he transformed precept into practice. In business, this meant that he never saw a conflict between making money and treating employees well, whatever their role within the company. He acted on his belief—certainly more intrinsic than schooled—that the greatest capital of any business is its people. To attract and retain both intellect and heart, the business must give people a stake and a future not based on dogged repetition of a task, but on cooperative problem-solving at every level and across reporting lines. Matrix management at SST was never a theory or a theology, but rather an organic practice that grew up with the company, seizing on several aspects of the underlying metaphor encased in the word matrix, suggesting an intertwining of purpose that breaks the classic assembly line and recasts it as communal enterprise. Though this sounds more like political manifesto than a description of the development of a successful manufacturing company, Barclay was no ideologue from either side of the political spectrum. He was a pragmatist who believed that making money and forging a community were complimentary goals. 

			Side by side with the narrative history of the business are the stories of Barc’s public service, philanthropy, and art collecting, none in themselves unusual pursuits for a wealthy man. But here, too, Barclay operated according to his own lights, rejecting the passive display of his wealth, using principles he had perfected in building the Simpson Manufacturing Company to better the lives of people and institutions. 

			•

			And so, back to the starting point. This is not a biography of a man from modest origins making it big. It is an attempt at a portrait of leadership, which tries to analyze the structural architecture—richly symbolized by the famous Simpson Strong-Tie bent metal connector—that Barclay Simpson created in building important and lasting business, philanthropic, and familial relations. It is literally a story of strong ties, real and metaphorical, of the forging of economic, community, and family connections based on the careful distribution of force and burden. At the heart of the story are character and cunning, the mysteries that drive any great tale.

		

	
		
			Note for Prologue

			1 Quotations from Barclay are drawn from personal interviews with him from 2012 until a few days before his death in 2014 and from his memoirs.

			2 Simpson Manufacturing Company, Inc. (Simpson Manufacturing) is the official name of the company Barclay built and is represented on the New York Stock Exchange by the symbol SSD. Throughout this manuscript, the terms “Simpson Strong-Tie (SST),” “the Simpson Company,” and “Simpson” will be used interchangeably with the current official name of the company. SST is the primary subsidiary of Simpson Manufacturing.

			3 A descriptive catalogue of works of art with explanations and scholarly comments.

			4 The Business Roundtable (BRT) is a nonprofit association based in Washington, DC, whose members are the chief executive officers of major United States companies. https://www.businessroundtable.org.

			5 “The World Economic Forum is an independent international organization committed to improving the state of the world by engaging business, political, academic and other leaders of society to shape global, regional and industry agendas.” www.weforum.org

		

	
		
			PART I

			Genes and Good Luck

			Perhaps after one has spent considerable time on this earth, thoughts about the past tend to occur more often. Despite these thoughts, I am even now still much more interested in ideas tied to the unknown future. 

			—Barclay
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			L to R: Barclay, Bill, Walter, and Jessie Simpson taken in 1922 or 1923.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Up on the Roof: Snapshot of Pearl Harbor from the Bay

			Looking toward San Francisco, it wasn’t hard to imagine Japanese 
planes dropping bombs on the city. 

			—Barclay

			On December 7, 1941, a group of guys from the Sigma Nu fraternity of UC Berkeley heard the radio announce the bombing of Pearl Harbor and scrambled onto the roof of the frat house to look for Japanese planes that might have broken off from Honolulu to bomb San Francisco. Though it never happened, the possibility of such an attack seemed real at the time. 

			Standing among that throng of boys scanning the bay—across the industrial flatlands of San Leandro, Oakland, Emeryville, and Berkeley to the glistening city on its many hills across the water—was a twenty-year-old Oakland native, Barclay Simpson, just two and a half years into his university education. By January of 1942, along with several other guys on the roof that day, he had met all the requirements to be admitted to the US Naval Air Corps as a member of the UC Berkeley “Flying Golden Bears.” Over the next three years, Barclay was part of an anti-submarine surveillance operation in Alaska and the Aleutian Islands, and in the latter days of the war performed as a fighter pilot of a Helldiver aircraft operating off of a carrier in the South Pacific named (as it might have been in the movies of the era) the Shangri La. It was part of the largest fleet of war ships ever gathered in the history of the world and among the US craft that steamed into Tokyo Bay as victors in 1945.

			Certainly, the years between Pearl Harbor and the surrender ceremonies in 1945 constitute one of the great sets of bookends in American history, much recalled, as is the generation coming of age on that fraternity rooftop and, soon after, on the battleships and beaches of Midway and Normandy. Famously, the twenty-year-olds who were the main protagonists of the bloody upheavals of World War II had been born into a world full of contradictory and quickly alternating visions of endless possibility and apocalypse. 

			The decade-long misery that preceded the outbreak of World War II naturally hit varying demographic and geographic areas of the country in different ways, depending—as usual—on race, class, climate, topography, and luck. But, somehow, out of this diverse experience emerged at least one enduring American profile, a character type that was memorably christened by one of its biographers as the “Greatest Generation.”1 The cluster of traits in this profile tells a story of American exceptionalism, a tale both philosophical and nearly religious in scope. Among the self-proclaimed virtues in this national portrait are honesty, common sense, hard work, tenacity, and a fundamentally anti-authoritarian instinct. This celebratory checklist tends to elide the greed, racism, class, and gender biases that are equally compelling parts of the story and which have started to gain recognition in the catalogue of the American national character. Yet even these essential correctives to the profile have not eradicated a prevailing sense that a native brand of self-reliance at the core of the American identity created a character type that supplied the motive force behind the global power and economic relations of the second half of the twentieth century. Whatever the underlying explanation, the American generation that was still young and still alive at the end of World War II rode the crest of—or was dashed on the shore by—the tidal wave of the United States’ post-war prosperity.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Origins: Scottish, Yankee, and Oakland Roots 

			I believe my success in life was due not to brilliance, 
but to good genes and good luck. 

			—Barclay

			Of the friends assembled at UC Berkeley and elsewhere to scout for enemy planes on Pearl Harbor Day, Barclay Simpson was one of the ones destined to survive—and prosper. Demographically, he could have served as a poster boy for the “Greatest Generation.” Born on May 25, 1921, in Oakland, California, within days of the Tulsa Race Riots and eight years before the collapse of Wall Street on October 29, 1929, he was solidly located in the period between the two wars, which was ultimately to produce the leaders of American commerce and learning during the second half of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first.

			Barclay later said that all his success in life was due not to brilliance or special gifts, but to a combination of good genes and good luck—factors over which he had no control. For this doubly fortunate inheritance he was always to give credit to his parents, Walter Chapin Simpson and Jessie Smith Simpson—the original protagonists of the Barclay doctrine. In Barc’s words, his father and mother were from totally different backgrounds, by which he probably meant some kind of distinction between country and town with the distance of a continent in between, except that they both came from families of modest means and both had college degrees…quite rare in the 1920s. 

			Walter grew up on a farm in Greensboro, Vermont, where the rocky land produced more stone walls than crops. His grandparents, John and Janett Simpson, came in 1830 from Cardenden, Scotland, to scratch out a living in a land nearly as harsh as the one they had left. Walter’s father was one of twelve children, whereas Walter was an only child, but like his father before him, he got up in the dark at 4:00 a.m. to feed the hogs before he walked to school. After high school, he sold pots and pans door to door to make enough money to go to the University of Vermont, graduated with a degree in chemistry, and migrated to Philadelphia, where he found work selling window screens. After a short time, through an affiliated Los Angeles window screen manufacturer, he was offered the opportunity to set up a screen-making venture in the San Francisco Bay Area. Accepting the offer, he headed west in 1914 and established a shop in Emeryville, a growing industrial section of the East Bay. It was known as “Butchertown” for the numerous meat-packing plants where cattle, raised on nearby ranches, were brought for processing. The stench emanating from the plants was as notorious as the numerous nearby bordellos and gambling houses. Walter took a room in a boarding house in neighboring Oakland, where he met Jessie Smith. 

			Jessie was born and raised in Oakland, and, rare for a woman in those days, attended college at UC Berkeley. She graduated in 1903 and became a schoolteacher, first at a grammar school and then at Oakland High School. Both in their late thirties and never before married, Walter and Jessie wed at the Oakland Courthouse in 1916. William Smith Simpson was born in 1918 and Barclay Walter Simpson was born three years later.

			The two Simpson sons were born into a version of small-town America just as it was being transformed by increasing urbanization and industrialization, with all the upheavals of class, race, and economy that was to portend. The period of their childhoods represented a transitional moment in American history, normative in its middle-class status, yet chastened by recent memories of more straitened circumstances, with the Depression still looming in the near future. 

			•

			In 1922, Jessie and Walter built a substantial house on Rosal Avenue between Lakeshore and Grand Avenues, close to where the flats begin to bend into the foothills. It was a friendly, middle-class neighborhood with ample lots and a pastoral feel, within walking distance of Lake Merritt, Lakeview Elementary School (where Jessie had taught school and where her sons were to matriculate), the local library, both Piedmont and Oakland High Schools, and, by 1926, the Grand Lake Theater, which offered vaudeville and silent movies. A hundred years earlier, the hills would have been crisscrossed with paths made by grazing cattle seeking shade under the ancient oaks that had once provided the Ohlone Tribe with a staple of their diet. A massive grove of virgin redwoods—many thirty feet in diameter and 300 feet tall—once towered atop the hills and served as a beacon to guide early ship captains through the Golden Gate into San Francisco Bay. 

			The Oakland of Barc’s childhood was in its final decade of emergent prosperity, rising steadily as one of America’s major small cities until it would be brought to its knees by the Great Depression. Due to its perfect natural harbor, it had become a thriving port and a center of the shipping industry. It boasted numerous manufacturing businesses, from canneries to shipbuilding, from metalworking to automobiles, and was the western terminus of the transcontinental railroad. Its sister across the bay might have been more famous, more glamorous, more culturally refined and cosmopolitan, but the sprawling city of Oakland was gritty and progressive, and San Franciscans, surrounded by their famous dense fogs, secretly envied its ideal Mediterranean climate. 

			Downtown Oakland bustled with banks, shops, insurance companies, department stores, restaurants, and early skyscrapers clustering around the convergence of San Pablo, Telegraph Avenue, and Broadway, which only a few decades earlier had been dirt roads radiating to the outlying farms and settlements of the vast Peralta Land Grant. Oakland City Hall, the first high-rise government building in the US, was considered the tallest structure this side of the Mississippi; and the Oakland Tribune building, still a beloved landmark, had begun adding a twenty-story tower, modeled after the Campanile in Venice (as was the famous bell tower on the UC Berkeley campus, completed in 1914). 

			Less than two miles from the house on Rosal Avenue, West Oakland bumped up against downtown from the bay side. Anchored by work on the docks and as an important railroad hub, it had long been a thriving, ethnically mixed neighborhood populated by Europeans, African Americans, Slavs, Mexicans, Portuguese, and Chinese, with schools and churches and neat, medium-sized houses surrounded by gardens. 

			The origins of the community go back to a small number of African Americans from the Deep South who had joined the Gold Rush and settled in West Oakland after the mining frenzy. Here, there were no Jim Crow laws to contend with and they could own a house. When Oakland was chosen in 1868 out of several possible coastal cities to anchor the final leg of the audacious Transcontinental Railroad, the Oakland rail yard became the hub of the Pullman Palace Car system. Only African Americans were hired to serve the wealthy clientele, reflecting the social structure of the country at large and playing on the retrograde imagery of the antebellum South. Drawn to the already established community and the prospect of work, southern Blacks gravitated to the far western town, causing the small, original enclave of African Americans in West Oakland to grow in size. The headquarters of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, which was to become a militant labor union, was established in 1925 at Fifth and Wood Streets, and by the 1920s, prosperous African American–owned businesses—barber and beauty shops, eateries like the Creole Kitchen, boarding houses, and dress shops—flourished on Seventh Street. Jazz notes bending out of the clubs that lined the street set the tone for this rich hub of African American culture. 

			In spite of its somewhat renegade origins, the city wasn’t able to escape the dangerous and prevailing racism that characterized most of the rest of the country. By the early twentieth century, the city of Oakland, threatened by possible integration of Blacks into white middle-class neighborhoods, passed an ordinance prohibiting African Americans from buying property in neighborhoods other than West Oakland. By the 1920s, the Ku Klux Klan had a firm foothold in the city.

			Much of Oakland’s post World War I growth, like the rest of the country’s, had been energized by the escalating appetite for the automobile. East Oakland, the flat diagonal plain that stretched between Lake Merritt and San Leandro, became a nexus for an auto manufacturing frenzy, obliterating once fertile farmland. To accommodate the swell of factory workers, over 13,000 single-family houses were built in Oakland along with downtown apartment buildings designed in elegant 1920s style. By the time Chrysler built a new plant in 1929, Oakland had been dubbed “the Detroit of the West.” When Walter Simpson first set up his window screen business in nearby Emeryville, his newly adopted home had a thriving economy.

			•

			Barc’s recollections of his childhood during the twenties and thirties sound like an idyll from a lost small-town America. By his own account, he grew up in a close family and had a home life rich in books and music. He remembers even as a small child accompanying his father to the library near Lakeview Grammar School, where he learned to love reading, a devotion that persisted throughout his life. From Jessie and Walter, he also inherited a deep enjoyment of music, especially classical, though the family repertoire also included show tunes and the alma maters of various colleges. Unable to afford to go to the opera or symphony in San Francisco, they bought records, putting together a substantial collection. The boys grew up hearing Beethoven, Bach, and Mozart issuing from the Victrola. Sunday nights Jessie would play the piano with father and sons singing along beside. Later, Barclay was to wonder whether the playing of college anthems was a subtle impregnating of a higher education virus? If so, it worked. A lasting legacy of these chamber music evenings was that Barclay could still sing—in his nineties—most of Cornell’s “Far Above Cayuga’s Waters.”

			Other family entertainments included ping-pong played on a plywood board fashioned by Walter and laid on top of the dining room table, a form of communal competition that was to be a central part of Barclay’s family life for the next eighty-plus years. Walter and Jesse also taught their sons at an early age to play bridge, making possible the foursomes that were another central feature of Simpson Sunday evenings. Barclay’s skill in these pursuits came to full fruition during his life as an anti-submarine naval pilot in the Aleutian Islands during World War II.

			There was, of course, no television in the house, or the money for expensive structured entertainments or travel. Besides Saturday movies at the Grand Lake Theater or watching performances in parks, it was up to kids to seek out their own fun—street games like kick the can or racing handmade roller coasters down city streets, flying kites, baseball in the park, basketball on the school playground, or tennis at the local courts. With radio in its infancy, every kid knew how to make a crystal set and spent hours communicating with friends. In keeping with the family traditions of frugality, both boys had the proverbial paper routes.

			The picture Barclay paints of his childhood represents a way of life from a more innocent and slow-paced age focused on family and neighborhood. Though he was to be swept up in the ever-escalating changes that shaped the history of the twentieth century, the almost prosaic pleasantness of his early life appears to have provided him a base of security that allowed him to weather the personal and public upheavals to come. 

			However, interestingly, such was not the case for his older brother, Bill. Though he should have shared in the great benefits of good genes and good luck that Barclay considered to be his own birthright, Bill’s take-away from this inheritance was of a darker hue. Beneath the sunny surface of the Simpson family, the first and the second sons displayed radically divergent characters, springing from the same place and circumstance: If you want an example of how important genes are, I’ve always been kind of a relaxed guy. But Bill had to have some genes that were really different from mine. He was tight. He had to succeed, he had to be first, he had to win. When he was in his forties, he killed himself. Barclay, the classic second son, easygoing and only a modest achiever in his early years, turned out to be the one who emerged from the family rituals and training with a capacity for life and change that would allow him to reach the highest pinnacles in the worlds of business and philanthropy. 

			Perhaps in keeping with an age increasingly obsessed with personal psychology, Barclay was always interested in his placement within the family. Pulling on research outlined in The Birth Order Book2 he became convinced that he and Bill were classic examples of first and second children in a two-child family. Bill was neat, organized, and looked for perfection in whatever he did, an admirable trait, but one that Barclay felt could lead to depression when carried to extremes. The research Barc read indicated that younger siblings tended to be more relaxed and less demanding of themselves. Barc points out that an unusual number of our presidents have been first-borns, but that the two most significant—Abraham Lincoln and George Washington—were second sons. This may, in small part, account for Barc’s life-long obsession with Lincoln’s character and leadership, though it is more likely that his interest in Lincoln’s birth order was secondary to his fascination with Lincoln’s dogged resilience under attack and his uncanny skills as a communicator. 

			•

			Given the restrictive housing covenants that separated the races in Oakland, Bill and Barc attended public, predominantly white schools in their early years. Barc remembers that his time at Lakeview Grammar School was generally uneventful and even fun, except when he had a teacher who had taught Bill before him. It was too much of a temptation to compare them: Bill, the straight-A student, an Eagle Scout, and an outstanding member of the YMCA; Barclay, easily distracted in his schoolwork, never a Cub Scout nor a joiner of any organization, for that matter, who could find endless unstructured ways to amuse himself. Despite Bill’s success as a student and his ability to excel at just about anything, including a more lucrative paper route than Barclay’s, it seems a tribute to their parents that the boys got along well, with only rare and minor scuffles. Apparently, Jessie and Walter didn’t believe that comparing Barc’s imperfect performance at school with Bill’s superior achievements would inspire their younger son to step up his schoolwork. Presumably they were right because Barclay managed to skip fourth grade. 

			Like so many thriving and not so thriving cities in the US, Oakland suffered the devastations of the Great Depression. Dilapidated encampments, like Pipe City at the foot of Nineteenth Avenue in Oakland, sprouted as hundreds of destitute, unemployed people found ingenious ways to survive day by day. As economic distress and unemployment persisted, increasing xenophobia resulted in forced deportations of Mexicans, whom white Californians blamed for taking their jobs—a sad, old tale with amazing staying power. In 1935, Congress passed the Filipino Repatriation Act, which offered free transport of Filipinos back to their native country. As Mexicans and Filipinos were forced out, refugees from dust-smothered Oklahoma, Arkansas, and Texas arrived in California expecting to find work. Instead, they were met with a paucity of jobs and open hostility. Even white skin did not protect the “Oakies.”

			Throughout the Depression, wealthy whites still traveled in the posh Pullman cars, generally keeping porters employed during these years of prolonged economic distress. The West Oakland music scene continued to thrive as porters brought “race music“ back from their travels. While Black musicians were banned from downtown Oakland, West Oakland venues like the California Hotel and the Slim Jenkins Supper Club, which opened on the last day of Prohibition in 1933, thrived. With little interaction between Oakland’s white middle-class and West Oakland’s Black residents by day, a racially mixed clientele thronged to the popular nightclubs and dance halls by night to hear jazz and the distinctive, emerging West Coast Blues. Yet, it is a sign of the continuing constraints of racism that Barclay, growing up on a street near Lake Merritt, not more than 3.5 miles from the heart of West Oakland’s jazz culture, had no recollection of ever being in that part of town until he went to work on the docks between high school and college. As he put it, ironically: There weren’t any race problems in those days…. 

			In spite of these trying times, Barc does not remember the period being one of great hardship for his family. I didn’t glean any negative information about the financial tribulations of my family until I was in my thirties. Neither of my parents ever complained within my hearing, so I had no idea of how tough the times were. Movies were ten cents and cigarettes were fiften cents a pack, although Wings cigarettes were only a dime. An ice cream at Edy’s Grand Ice Cream on Lakeshore Avenue was five cents, as was a ride on a streetcar. Tuition at UC Berkeley was seventy-five dollars per year and a nice automobile was a few hundred dollars. Whatever the cost of admission to a Cal football game, Barc didn’t have it, but always a big Bears fan, he either snuck in by climbing the fence behind the Cal rooting section or, on days when that didn’t work, watched the game from “Tightwad Hill.” Who could have imagined that nearly eighty years later, the Simpson Center for Student-Athlete High Performance, a state-of-the-art facility for the training of high-performing scholar-competitors, would be built with funds provided by Barclay and his wife, Sharon, within yards of the famous hillside from which he had watched Bears games throughout his impecunious childhood and teenage years.

			To make a few bucks, Barc got a job after school setting pins in a bowling alley in Oakland. He’d crouch behind the pins, dash out to clear the fallen ones and shoot the ball back, then stand them up for the next strike. In the summer of 1938, he also kept the books for his father at Simpson Screen Company. 

			In junior high school, Barc decided to cash in on his family-taught card-playing skills by learning poker. By high school he was a shark. It occurred to him that he and his poker pals might be able to make a buck or two in a game in Reno. Early Saturday mornings, they’d hide out at the Oakland freight yard and, waiting until nobody could see them, climb on top of a freight car headed east. By the time they got to Reno, with engine dust stuck on their faces, Barc said they looked like the comedians, common in those racist times, who performed in blackface. They stuck their heads in the Truckee River to clean up before heading to the Palace Club.

			Though Bill attended Piedmont High School, Barclay was transferred out of the Piedmont District in the seventh grade for jurisdictional reasons and began attending Westlake Junior High and, later, Oakland High. He was invited back to Piedmont a year later, but he chose (against the desires of his mother, whom Barclay described as not insensible to questions of class) to stay in the central city district, whose student body came from a considerably lower-income area than Piedmont. Later, perhaps with the benefit of hindsight, he would observe, The exposure to classmates from a variety of income levels and varied racial backgrounds had to be a plus. Whether it was a dawning social consciousness that shaped Barclay’s willed selection of Oakland High is hard to say beyond the fact that he appears to have registered the contrast with Piedmont High. He says that he made the choice because he just didn’t fit in with the wealthy kids from Piedmont. At the very least, this choice would have introduced him to some of the tumult of the larger mixed-race world just beyond the borders of his old neighborhood. 

			While at Oakland High, Barc remembers being close to a Japanese American boy, who, along with his family, was to be gathered into the infamous Japanese internment camps set up in California in the early days of the Second World War. Eventually, when the government commissioned segregated Japanese American regiments to fight in Europe, Barc’s friend was allowed to come out of the camp to fight the Nazis. Casualties among these troops were extremely high, as were their decorations for risk and bravery. After the war, Barc learned that his friend had been killed during the bloody slog up the boot of Italy. 

			As the effects of the Depression spread into every crevice of American life, a number of large and small economic stimulus efforts were undertaken in places across the land. In Oakland in the late twenties and early thirties, the city fathers tried to revive the movie business by constructing two grand theaters, known as the Fox Oakland and the Paramount. In larger-scale public works efforts during the thirties, two bridges began to rise on piers driven deep into San Francisco Bay, lifting spirits and bringing jobs. The Bay Bridge and the Golden Gate Bridge, like a couple of arms, joined the East Bay and Marin County to San Francisco by train and automobile, superseding, if not replacing, the older ferry service. These Depression-era landmarks are continuing reminders of the agony and triumph of the times.

			As these momentous events unfolded, Barclay continued in the pursuits of an apparently lighthearted teenage boy who, reflecting family expectations, assumed he was headed for college. Fortunately for Barc, a “B” average was sufficient to get into UC Berkeley in those days. There seems never to have been any question that he would go to any college or university other than Berkeley.

			To finance the step into higher education, Barc took a year off between high school and entering Cal, working full time on the docks in Oakland to earn his first year’s tuition. This was before America entered the war officially, though by March of 1941, the country had passed the Lend-Lease Act, allowing the US to ship supplies to the Soviet Union and the UK. Barc continued to work on the docks off and on until he started training as a Navy fighter pilot in 1942. Not allowed aboard the ships since he wasn’t in the Longshoremen’s Union, he loaded cargo alongside. The job paid well—not so well as it would have for an official longshoreman, but enough to cover tuition, his fraternity dues, and other costs when he was to enter Cal in the fall of 1939. Coming just a few years after the general strike that had closed down the Bay Area waterfront, this period on the docks must have reflected some of the tumult and shifting demographics brought about by the earlier labor struggles. Apparently, Barclay fit in well enough as he was able to keep the job part-time during college, while he also worked the night shift at a Berkeley gas station. 

			Like much of the rest of the country and other struggling East Bay cities, Oakland was lifted out of the Depression by World War II, fast becoming the greatest shipbuilding center in the world as it entered a war-time production boom. In an attempt to meet the pressing demand, Moore Dry Dock in Oakland geared up to expand its shipbuilding capabilities and Henry Kaiser built four “instant shipyards” in Richmond. Following the attack on Pearl Harbor, as able-bodied men and women dropped college or work to join the armed forces, the labor surplus of the Depression suddenly turned into an extreme shortage. In Oakland, Henry Kaiser sent out a nationwide call for draft-exempt men. Tens of thousands of people, mostly poor whites (bringing their Jim Crow attitudes with them), Blacks from the Deep South, and Latinos from the Southwest poured into the East Bay. African Americans who had not been allowed to work in pre-Pearl Harbor wartime factories were hired, although there were still limitations on the jobs they were permitted to do. They primarily got the night shifts and the more dangerous assignments. 

			•

			It is hard to know what long-term effects these turbulent events and the prevailing zeitgeist may have had on Barclay. He remembered that his parents were Republicans, though not vociferously so, and he did not recall contentious political debate or opinions on the home front. There seems to have been no obvious traces of entrenched ideological commitments in the building of his character or in the persona that solidified in later years, even when he himself entered local politics for a time. Whatever Barclay may have consciously digested, the city of Oakland provided an early stage on which core American tensions and inequalities were to play themselves out before the public eye, continuing through the twentieth century and onward into the twenty-first. The complexity of the struggles at the heart of Oakland’s existence would have permeated the air Barc breathed. 

			Also palpable was the degree to which he was marked—young and forever—by a set of non-verbalized precepts involving fairness and honesty, will and work, physical and mental challenge. As was true of most of the generation that came of age during the Depression, he internalized a stern frugality, which in his case he attributed also to his Scottish heritage by way of hardscrabble Vermont. Though California born and bred, Barclay was always a kind of “Yankee” of the old stripe. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			From Here to Eternity: Berkeley to Alaska to Tokyo 1939–1945

			The fighting on the Pacific islands was brutal, indeed, on both sides. 

			—Barclay

			As international events rumbled ominously in the distance, Barclay entered UC Berkeley in the fall of 1939, more than a year after the Anschluss, just as the Nazis invaded Poland; in quick succession, the UK and France declared war on Germany. Yet the threatening shadow cast by these events and the equally bloody incursions of Imperial Japan in the East seem not to have been in the forefront of his mind: 

			The two and one-half years that I spent at Cal before joining the Naval Air Corps were a great fun time, little disturbed by studying or learning much. I missed a lot of classes because of important activities such as chasing girls, drinking beer, playing tennis, intramural sports…bridge and poker…and various other means of avoiding intellectual elevation…including just hanging out with my buddies, some of whom have become lifelong friends. 

			Barc’s self-deprecating view of his own predispositions during his initial period at UC Berkeley contains little hint that he was to become one of the most important donors in the history of the university. On the other hand, his nascent love of UC Berkeley is perhaps already apparent in his description of the fun and friends that came out of his pre-war college years. Indeed, friendship was always to be of supreme importance to him and many of those friendships revolved around a group of guys he met at Cal.

			In spite of what sounded like fun and games at Berkeley, he remembered a feeling of restlessness had taken hold of him. He decided to sign up for the Naval Air Corps. Many years later he explained, I’d like to say it was patriotism that caused me to sign up. Actually, I was bored with school, and those Navy “Wings of Gold” gave the wearer status in any group anywhere. I thought that flying off of a carrier had to be a thrill. At my age and at that time danger was not a factor. It’s a decision that I have never regretted. He was impatiently awaiting his call for flight training before America officially entered the war.

			In January of 1942, Barc had passed the variety of physical and mental tests required to become a Navy pilot and was eager to get started. Reading Charles Lindbergh’s bestselling book We, published in 1927, only six weeks after the historic transatlantic flight, fired him up even more. He devoured Lindbergh’s account of the Ryan monoplane’s design, construction, and intimate details of the daring flight, and was especially riveted by the spiritual partnership that had developed between himself and his airplane during the dark hours of his flight. 

			Despite a desperate need for pilots, Barc and his friends had to wait several months while the Navy put together an entire flight school class from UC Berkeley, to be known as the “Flying Golden Bears.” During advanced training, Barc applied to become a fighter pilot in the hope of getting to fly off of an aircraft carrier. Unfortunately, however, in the pressure chamber test required during training, he passed out at 18,000 feet, so they put him in single-engine, low-level anti-submarine patrol planes. After graduation from flight school, he joined a squadron based at the naval air station (NAS) in nearby Alameda, an island off of Oakland, joined to the mainland by a drawbridge. The first month was spent flying anti-sub patrols off the coast (a Japanese sub actually had shelled an oil field near Santa Barbara), but soon, the entire squadron was directed to fly their planes to Sitka on Alaska’s panhandle, where they were to replace a scouting squadron, which had lost half its pilots due to weather, not enemy action. Shortly before leaving for Alaska, while on a training flight around the bay, Barc took it in mind to fly his plane under the Bay Bridge for the sheer thrill and beauty of it. He eased his aircraft through the narrow gap, just above the water, as people within eyeshot stopped what they were doing to watch. Then he decided that the span he had first chosen was too high and easy, so he did it again, this time under a lower part of the bridge. The Bay Area loved its fighter pilots—the rock stars of the era.

			Barc spent fourteen months flying anti-sub patrols out of Alaska and then the Aleutian Islands when they took them back from the Japanese. Passing the time in unnavigable weather required inner resources and Barc wrote to UC Berkeley for a class in astronomy as well as books on several other subjects. He read the entire Bible and also became interested in Communism: Russia was our ally, and Stalin’s brutality was still buried behind the Urals. Communism’s basic political philosophy—common ownership of all kinds and a stateless society—sounded wonderful; there was just one problem—it ignores human nature. 

			In 1943, after many months flying patrols out of Alaska and the Aleutians, Barc was happy to get back to the lower states. Once again, he applied for carrier plane duty, either fighters or dive-bombers. This time, the record of his problem with altitude had become buried in the Navy’s vast bureaucracy, and he was assigned to a squadron for training in carrier landing, gunnery, and dive-bombing. After this initial training, Barc proceeded with the unit known as Air Group 2 to the air station at Hilo, Hawaii, for additional training, including landing on various carriers off the coast of Hawaii.

			Not yet assigned to a carrier, Air Group 2 spent time bombing islands that had been bypassed by the war but still had Japanese troops on them. Most of these enemy soldiers were more interested in avoiding bombs than in shooting down planes, so, according to Barc, the risks were minimal. What he was hoping for was to be in the center of the main action, a head-on fight on the scale of Midway, perhaps the greatest American naval battle of all time. But this historic confrontation had happened in 1942, before his squadron was on their way to Asia. In spite of his frustrations at being on the margins of the Pacific conflict, Barclay knew himself to be part of a savage struggle, the physical and emotional demands of which would be hard to match in normal life.

			After a short time on Saipan, Air Group 2 finally was assigned to a carrier, the Shangri La, and joined the largest naval fleet ever assembled for war or peace. Following a handful of bombing runs, they put bundles of food and other supplies in their bomb bays instead of explosives and dropped the packages on the POW camps in Japan to desperate arms waving on the ground. Barc found life aboard a carrier exhilarating, requiring a high standard of efficiency and precision, especially during landings and takeoffs when the ship was most vulnerable to attack by hostile aircraft. 

			When the fighting stopped, the Shangri La steamed into Tokyo Bay, and Barc was among the first Americans to set foot in the utterly devastated capital city. He was shocked when he was told to take off his pistol before going ashore. Jeez, a couple of days ago these people were trying to kill me! But he heard of absolutely no incidents of Americans being bothered by the Japanese. The Emperor had said that [the war] was over, and that was it! 

			If any of them needed convincing of the horrors of war, the ruins of Tokyo would have been sufficient. It was a mass of twisted rubble where tens of thousands had died from US firebombing. Barc was appalled by the devastation, but agreed with the dominant opinion among those who fought the war in Asia: 
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