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Paul A. Bissinger, Jr. was born in San Francisco, California in 1934 to Paul Bissinger and 
Marjorie Pearl Walter-Bissinger. He was raised on Divisidero Street and attended the Town 
School. He attended high school at the Phillips Exeter Academy, attended college at Stanford 
University, and earned a graduate degree from the American Institute for Foreign Trade. He 
served in the Navy in the 1950s, which took him to Japan, Hong Kong, and Manila. He’s been a 
life-long patron of the arts, which began as a child. In this interview, Bissinger discusses his 
early life, education, time in the Navy, meeting his wife, Kathy, and starting a family, working 
for his family business, and commitment to the local arts community. He has served on multiple 
boards, including for the San Francisco Youth Orchestra and Asian Art Museum.  
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Interview 1: April 24, 2017 

01-00:00:00 
Farrell: Okay, this is Shanna Farrell with Paul Bissinger on Monday, April 24, 2017, 

and we’re in San Francisco, California. Paul, can you start by telling me 
where and when you were born, and a little bit about your early life? 

 

01-00:00:19 
Bissinger: I was born in what was then the Stanford Hospital, in 1934, April 3. I don’t 

remember much of that. We lived at 2500 Divisadero Street in an enormous 
house that my parents had built when my mother was like 18 or 19, and my 
father was seven years older. When she was last alive, she said she had no 
idea what got into her to permit a building project on this scale. It was a very 
large house.  I had a very nice room with a southern view, and my best 
friend—as I can recollect—in those early, early years, was a fellow named 
Glen Burton, and he lived down the hill on Jackson and Divisadero, and Alec 
Gerbode, who lived at Pacific and Divisadero looking south.  

01-00:02:00 
Farrell: Do you remember what kinds of things were in the neighborhood? Was it 

mostly residential? 

01-00:02:07 
Bissinger: Yes, it was. It was strictly residential and the desirability of these houses came 

down sharply south of Pacific Avenue. The other fellow was Glen Burton, and 
he lived at the bottom of the hill and was considered to be from a poor family, 
one block from Pacific and Broadway—or, Pacific and Divisadero. 

 I saw him again, oh must have been 15 years later. He’d had a cocktail party 
for his mother, who lived in a mobile home up around Novato. I really didn’t 
know any of the people there, but other people—if you’ll excuse my 
hesitancy, but I have Parkinson’s, and one of the aspects of that is you forget 
very quickly what you’re trying to say. 

01-00:03:22 
Farrell: That’s okay. 

01-00:03:26 
Bissinger: Steve Layton, he was a block or two away; Bob Bransten, and he lived up at 

Sea Cliff. I think there were probably other people that were part of my life, 
but I don’t remember really. 

01-00:03:50 
Farrell: You also lived next door to your cousins, is that correct? 
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01-00:03:54 
Bissinger: Yes. After they came—this is my mother’s older sister, Eleanor—or Nell 

Sinton—and they built this house. It looks so much like one house, but it isn’t; 
it’s two houses, and for a garage you drove down and then they had a 
turntable and you drove back out. And Carol [my mother’s younger sister] 
came along five years later, and they lived, as I recollect, on Laurel and 
Pacific. This is one of two examples where two brothers married two sisters in 
the Walter family. 

01-00:04:53 
Farrell: Can you tell me what your mother’s name was and a little bit about her? Some 

of your early memories? 

01-00:05:02 
Bissinger: Marjorie Pearl Walter-Bissinger.i Pearl was her middle name, or Pearl was her 

uncle’s wife’s name. I never met Pearl, but we did give that middle name to 
our granddaughter, Hannah. Apparently my wife, Kathy, has a Pearl that’s in 
her background, too. So that name was obviously very acceptable. My middle 
name was more of a problem because my father’s middle name was Adolf, 
and in 1934 that was not a popular name. But somebody figured out that if 
you had a junior—if you wanted a junior, you could get there by using just a 
middle initial. So, I’m legally Paul A. Bissinger Jr., and that has, from time to 
time, caused a little consternation from filling out forms that don’t give you an 
option and you have to have a middle name. Now, my early years, I don’t 
remember very much. I remember we had nurses or nannies all the time. One 
of them was “Beetle” Butler, and if you’ve done any other oral histories in our 
area, the name would pop up. And Beetle Butler was hysterical. She was 
always laughing and taking us off on improbable expeditions. My mother says 
they would come home from their trips and the house would be in chaos, but 
everybody was laughing and happy. Happy was not a characteristic of our 
house, to tell you the truth. I was in trouble for one reason or another virtually 
every day of my life, which of course was not the way it was; because there 
were lots of good times. But I do remember being in trouble a lot. 

01-00:07:39 
Farrell: What were some of the things that you got in trouble for? 

01-00:07:54 
Bissinger: I have no idea. Absolutely no idea. I guess it’s my late early years, I used to 

buy these pieces of balsa wood, and with pictures from a book I had on ships, 
I would make schooners, and they were tiny and they had little pulleys and 
threads. That was a lot of fun.  

When we got where we were allowed to cruise around on our own, our gang 
played touch football on Julius Kahn playground right out here, or—what’s 
the other one? Well in any event, that’ll come back to me. [I also collected 
stamps. I had inherited particularly beautiful ones from my grandmother, 
Florence Walter.] I don’t know the dates exactly, but I think it was a change 
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[from Grant Public School] to Town School [which was private] right after the 
war, when my father came home and decided—or, with my mother decided—
that I needed a more challenging school. Then I went to Exeter. I don’t 
remember ever filling out an application form for any school. I just went. I 
don’t know; somebody made it happen. 

01-00:09:27 
Farrell: We’ll get to Exeter in a second, but I want to talk a little bit more about your 

mom and your mother’s side of the family. So, I had heard that your mom’s 
family was formal, but they were also a little bit more lively and fun and 
musical. I’m wondering if you can tell me some of your memories around 
maybe a family event or a Sunday dinner that you had with your mom’s side 
of the family. 

01-00:09:50 
Bissinger: Well, as I mentioned, there was a lot of competition and expectation that each 

of us would be talented in some art form. So, my sister, Peggy, she had 
terrible grades. She went to Sarah Lawrence because they figured there were 
no grades there, but they had other ways of making you feel either good or 
bad about yourself, and I think she was more down on herself than up. My 
brother, Tom, was more of a free spirit and he never slept in a dorm at 
Stanford. He always rented a little—whatever. My mother was a tennis player, 
and the fellow that she married as her second husband, Bobby Seller, was a 
great tennis player. He was the California State Junior Champion and the 
California State Senior Champion. Then his shoulder or his wrist or—I think 
it was—ankle or something like that—his back went out and he quit playing 
tennis. Then he became a gambler—excuse me, not a gambler, a 
longshoreman on the—no, first it was gambling and I guess he made enough 
money gambling to pay his overhead. But after that, as I understand it, [he had 
back surgery, which revived] his tennis game and he became a legendary 
player as a senior.  

 He was quite a remarkable guy. He was not a genius but he had the biggest 
heart of anybody I’ve ever known. He cared desperately about the kids down 
in the valley who were exposed to all these terrible chemicals, and he wanted 
to do something for them. So he called the Disney organization and they 
agreed to give him, I think, one busload of kids for a weekend, free. He found 
somebody he knew to put all of them up. He slept on the sofa. He came back 
just floating. He just was delirious, it was such a wonderful experience, which 
I can relate to having been on youth orchestra tours. It was quite something. 

 I think the romance tailed off a little bit toward the end. I think my mother got 
impatient with Bob, but he was the right person—a good person for her at that 
time. So that would be Bob. 

 We kept up with a lot of what were Peggy’s friends; Bob, Bill, Peter 
Cosovich, Al Baum, Fillmore Marks, Jim Ludwig. On and on and on. She had 
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all these boyfriends. As one of the cousins said, “Poor Peggy, she has such a 
tough time of it.” “Tough time, baloney. We may have gotten all the grades, 
but she got all the boys.” I don’t know what age she was when she moved 
back to New York, but it was a good move for her, so I think she’s been 
happily married. 

01-00:14:27 
Farrell: You had mentioned that she was a little bit competitive; all of you were 

required to have some involvement with art or music. What was her medium? 
What did she play [an instrument]? What was her artistic outlet? 

01-00:14:40 
Bissinger: Well, starting with [my grandmother] Florence Walter, who was widowed 

when she [around 50 years old],ii she married John I. Walter, a maternal 
family member. She became a very renowned book binder. [When she died, 
each cousin inherited a few of her books.] I got the idea to gather up all the 
books that we could from people who had copies. We donated this large 
collection to the Book Club of California, where she had an historical 
relationship because she was its first woman president. So there was a big to-
do when we made the gift on her behalf.  

 Florence’s brother-in-law, Edgar, was also an artist, and if you go into the 
opera house, the two big gilded horses in the proscenium were made by him. I 
never met him or knew him either. My grandmother forbade her daughters 
from ever visiting this charming, handsome, brother-in-law, but they snuck 
out and did anyway. When he died, my grandmother didn’t want her girls to 
see his corpse, but they got in anyway somehow.  

 My grandmother was primarily focused on books and particularly 
bookbinding, but she was also knowledgeable in music, concerts. I don’t 
remember if she went to the opera. She’s the earliest one who I know that had 
a bent for both music and the arts. Her older daughter, Nell, she was an 
acclaimed painter, oil painter, I think. I believe she has pictures in the Oakland 
Museum and other places. She was very talented for her time. 

 The middle daughter was my mother, Marjorie, and she did beautiful floral 
decorations and kept the house looking gorgeous. Her art was taking care of 
my father’s needs, which was for a lot of entertaining, a lot of travel, and he 
was on endless boards and commissions and—I guess we’ll go into that later. 

 The younger sister, Carol, was a very gifted craft artist; baskets, weaving, and 
when she died, her children found, jammed all together, dozens of baskets and 
other fiber art things on her dresser, and she said—this is before she died—“I 
didn’t think anybody would be interested.” She was a favorite, and her name 
for her kids’ purposes was Gibby. Kathy, my wife, liked the name, and she 
has our granddaughter call her Gibby, and I’m Poppy. Gibby and Poppy.  
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 Town School was a huge improvement [and I was successful there]. I’m going 
to give you an amazing story right now. My class at Town School was 
Bernato, Bissinger, Brigham, Busher, Chestnut, Cravens, Crum, Gerbode, 
Griffen, Hadden, Hills, Kent, Lapham, Mehia, Mills, Merril, Nauheim, Stark 
and Wren.  

01-00:20:00 
Farrell: And that was your elementary school class? 

01-00:20:02 
Bissinger: Yeah. I mean, I don’t have an exceptional memory, but for some reason our 

rollcall has kind of stuck to me. 

01-00:20:11 
Farrell: Where in San Francisco was the Town School? 

01-00:20:15 
Bissinger: Where was it? It was in an old Victorian house on the northwest corner of 

Jackson and Scott. [My son Stephen] was the last year to go to school there 
while it was a Victorian. Now it takes up quite a chunk of the area. 

01-00:20:58 
Farrell: When you were in elementary school, were you taking any music classes? 

01-00:21:04 
Bissinger: Yes. Dorothy Cameron was the music teacher, and my accomplishments were 

minimal, if that. The one great thing I did, I could play the first half a dozen 
bars of Moonlight Sonata. I went to Exeter, where the music teacher was Herr 
Goerte. Herr Goerte said, “Bissinger, let me see what you can do.” I started 
playing my Moonlight Sonata and I could hear him grimacing, and he stopped 
me and he says, “I think we will start with scales.” That was about the end of 
my piano music career. But I had started playing the guitar. I don’t remember 
whether I had any real lessons, but in due course I became quite skilled at it, 
and my older son, Stephen, is professional and far more talented than I ever 
was. Our granddaughter, Hannah, has had piano lessons. She’s eight years 
old; she’ll be nine on September 13. She’s really musical but she’s stubborn 
about practicing, so instead in her spare time, her after-school time is 
gymnastics. 

01-00:22:55 
Farrell: Can you also tell me your father’s name, and then a little bit about your 

memories of him when you were a child? 

01-00:23:04 
Bissinger: It’s Paul Bissinger, with the middle name issue. He was a gregarious person. 

He loved people. He was very theatrical. At Stanford, he was, I believe, the 
head of the student theater program. When he graduated he went back to New 
York. I think I’ve got the sequence right, but I can’t be sure. He was there 
with Fred Astaire and Libby Holman and that whole gang, which must have 
been around 1928. When his mother died, his father made him come back to 
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San Francisco—I think that was the reason—and he became very involved in 
putting on theatricals in San Francisco. He created something called the 
Temple Players at Temple Emanuel, and they did all kinds of theater, 
including a legendary performance of—I don’t know what you’d call it—The 
Dybbuk, and he arranged to bring over from Russia a very important director. 
And it got a lot of press. I’ve got some scrapbooks that are full of his stuff. 
[My perception is that he was so busy in the family business and in his outside 
activities that he had little time for his children. He also played golf, but never 
taught me how to play the game.] 

 After that, he started doing plays at the Concordia Club. I was in one or two of 
them. It was very vaudeville; one, two, three, kick. There was one guy, Arthur 
Simon, who’s deaf and blind, and he wanted to be in these plays. Rehearsal 
would come and they’d be starting to perform a dance act that he was going to 
be in, and somebody would tap him on the shoulder to give him the rhythm 
and everything. He had a wonderful time. Then he started doing plays, my 
father, at the Family Club. So theater was a very big deal in his life, and really 
it was a source of great pain and agony because my brother Tom took such a 
different direction. So that’s my father, Tom, and theater. 

 Now, I started playing the guitar young enough that I was considered to be 
quite accomplished for whatever age it was. At Exeter, I had a little orchestra, 
me and an accordion player named Dick Mansfield. He’s followed my path 
because he’s a lawyer in Palo Alto and he has been as deeply engrossed in 
music education as I have been. At [Exeter] we also had a full band named 
The Royal Exonians, and we were very good. I don’t recall that we had many 
real concerts, but we had a good time and I improved my playing.  

01-00:27:58 
Farrell: You had also spent your summers growing up in Truckee. Can you tell me a 

little bit about your memories of that? 

01-00:28:06 
Bissinger: Yes. First of all, the summers were not in Truckee. Truckee was the river from 

which the water flowed from Lake Tahoe, down the Truckee River, ending at 
Tahoe City. So that’s a correction. 

01-00:28:29 
Farrell: Okay. 

01-00:28:31 
Bissinger: I don’t know exactly when, but early in the last century, my grandfather, John 

Walter, built a lodge alongside the Truckee River, about two, two and a half 
miles outside of Tahoe City. It was called Rampart. There was a rather large 
and impressive bridge sitting across the river. They also built a regular train 
that came to and from the lake on tracks that went right by our property, and 
the train would stop at our property, and they’d offload or on-load groceries 
and laundry. Big hampers, big, big hampers of laundry, groceries, passengers, 
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what-have-you. Mail. We used to put pennies on the track, which was illegal 
to damage government property—so I confess. Guilty as charged. There was a 
section of the property where the Truckee River made for particularly 
attractive place to put a—smaller than a wharf— 

01-00:30:21 
Farrell: A dock? 

01-00:30:21 
Bissinger: A dock. And they’d put that out every summer, and we kind of considered that 

to be our part of the river, and it was very primitive. In the years I can 
remember, we had to burn wood to generate hot water. There was a second, a 
larger lodge that was built before I was born. The new lodge—or, the old 
lodge, we housed a couple named—I don’t remember. I believe they had a 
daughter named Helen about the age of my sister and my cousins. They also 
built a tennis court, so we had tennis, swimming, fishing, right in our back 
yard, and that was kind of wonderful.  

 There was a mythical person named Rosebud who dwelt in the roots of a very 
large tree that grew right out in the middle of where cars would come in, and 
my youngest aunt, Carol, started the letter writing thing. She’d write a letter to 
Rosebud and these little kids would read it and write back, and the letters 
would go back and forth all summer. I think that really appealed to my 
younger cousins—Pat Sinton-Adler and Peter Sinton. It never was part of my 
life, really.  

 Matter of fact, I missed out on a lot of the whole scene at Rampart because I 
was off to one camp or another, or maybe late high school age. I had two 
summer jobs; one was working at Incline Village tending the speed boats that 
would come to gas-up, and the other one was a firefighter from the U.S. 
Forest Service. I was on the station in Weaverville, way up on top of the 
mountain, and the first thing we had to do each summer was to haul heavy 
loads of new cable up to the top because the winter storms would destroy what 
was there. We mostly maintained campgrounds, built out-houses. Not very 
glamorous, but we did have a few fires that we fought, including one big one 
where they brought in—they helicoptered in honored prisoners, which is a 
group of people I had no prior experience with, and it turned out they were 
just people like everybody else, and they were thrilled to get out of the prison 
and make a dollar a day or whatever. And they’d drop food and sleeping bags 
made out of corrugated cardboard, which actually were quite comfortable. So 
that was a great adventure. 

01-00:34:43 
Farrell: What drew you to being a firefighter in high school? 

01-00:34:48 
Bissinger: Maybe just the idea of it. The camp that I spent a lot of time with and loved, 

Camp Trinity—it later became known Bar 717 Ranch.  
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01-00:35:20 
Farrell: During your summers you also went to some sleep-away camps. Can you tell 

me a little bit about that? 

01-00:35:25 
Bissinger: I have no idea. All I know is I loved being away, and never a day’s worth of 

homesick ever. So that tells you something about my relationship with my 
parents. And also, there was all these girls. I had Florence Walter’s three 
daughters, my sister, two girl cousins, and they all had friends out too, so it 
was a rather formidable gang of females. I probably had a friend who would 
be obviously a male, but we were in no contest for these girls.  

 I do remember they lived in I think a dormitory-like setup, and they were 
playing house. There were glass pane windows to get in or out and I went 
right through the thing with my right arm, and I slashed this big gash about 
three or four inches long and they couldn’t find a doctor. But eventually they 
did, and in those days they put clamps on them instead of stitches. That was 
an adventure. I seem to have had a lot of adventures in damaging myself.  

 In my final year at Camp Trinity, [I was asked to be a junior counselor]. I got 
on the bus in San Francisco, which took me to Redding, and the camp was 
about 90 miles southwest of Redding. I got off the bus and I saw my people at 
the end of the Safeway parking lot. In those days, Redding was about the size 
of this room; it was nothing much. I was running across the parking lot, it’s 
assumed that I tripped jumping over a cable of some kind where you hang 
flags from, because I had a big slash across my chin and I was out cold. My 
mother came up in an ambulance. I think I must have been out cold for four, 
five, six hours. I mean, I don’t remember any of this. And all summer I was to 
be kept very quiet, which was a problem because I must have been at least the 
seventh or eighth grade, because I’d become very interested in girls, and at 
Rampart every summer, in addition to this handyman, my family would hire 
one or two college kids to come and do what college kids do. One of them 
was very pretty, but I was not allowed to communicate with her. They built a 
tent for me. Must have been not quite half, but maybe a third the size of this 
room. A sizeable tent so I could have my own quarters. 

01-00:40:13 
Farrell: What were some of the activities that you would do when you were there? 

01-00:40:18 
Bissinger: Well, a lot of swimming, and there was a back current that went up the river, 

and then you’d jump in and it’s very deep part, and it would whoosh you 
down the river to where our little dock was. So we would do that. I did some 
fishing. There was a lot of dressing up, costumes, make-believe, amateur 
theater. All that kind of stuff, which didn’t interest me very much. I believe a 
girl named Helen was the daughter of the handyman. They had the old lodge 
but kids under some age—probably nine or ten—were required to eat their 
meals with their nannies as needed, in the old lodge. I do remember that. 
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 We used to go to Squaw Valley, which was then the most beautiful, pristine 
meadow, not a square foot of development. A guy named Bud Jones would 
herd his cattle up and have them feed on the wonderful grass in the meadow 
for the summer, and he used to give us a cowboy and some horses, I think, at 
some nominal cost like a dollar a day, and we would ride up into the 
mountains, which are now ski lifts. We would catch butterflies. My younger 
cousin, Peter Sinton, was very good at pinning them like you collect postage 
stamps.  

 As far as the adults were concerned, they sat around and did a lot of gossipy 
talking. It wasn’t always very nice. It was usually some pretty stiff criticism of 
the guests that just left. But I wasn’t part of that. I mean, I’m told that’s the 
way it was. I accept that. I was at camps or working. Bob Bransten, I 
remember one night, we must have been old enough to drive because we went 
and picked up Nancy [Hellman] Bechtel and her cousin—not Cricky, but 
Florence Lazard—and we said we were going to—[phone rings]—and we said 
we’d take them bowling at the Tahoe Tavern. Of course we found a party, and 
instead of getting home at the proscribed hour of ten o’clock probably, we 
didn’t get home until midnight. All the lights at the [Hellman] lodge were on, 
so we—without much claim on courage—we dropped the girls off about a 
quarter of a mile from the lodge. And Nancy [Hellman] Bechtel’s father, 
Mick, he had every sheriff and every person out combing the lake looking for 
us. The next morning we crawled over there on our hands and knees to 
apologize, and so that was an adventure. 

 One summer it had gotten to be Labor Day and neither Bob or I had found a 
girl, so we decided we would drive to Sun Valley, which we did. We didn’t 
find any girls there either. A terrible age. So we sang a song; [sings] “We’re 
here because Sun Valley’s dead, and so we thought we’d go and spend the 
Labor Day content at reliable Tahoe,” or something like that. I had a fun 
youth, I think.  

01-00:45:29 
Farrell: Back in San Francisco, you also were a swimmer at the Concordia Club, is 

that correct? 

01-00:45:40 
Bissinger: Yeah, the Concordia Club had a program. I think the guy’s name was Hoyt. I 

guess this was for guys who were like sixth, seventh, eighth age, thereabouts. 
I remember, first we’d go up to the gym. We’d play softball, we’d climb 
ropes, did calisthenics, all those kinds of things. Then we’d go down to the 
swimming pool and we’d swim competitively from the beginning. A number 
of us became good enough that we were on our high school varsity teams and 
maybe more, but Bob Bransten, Jim Fisher, and me. Who else? Feigenbaum. 
What was his name? Well that’s the Gap family. All of us nice Jewish boys 
became pretty good, at least in swimming. 
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01-00:46:58 
Farrell: You mentioned being Jewish. Can you tell me a little bit about your bar 

mitzvah? 

01-00:47:05 
Bissinger: Well, I was bar mitzvahed—about which I remember nothing—except that 

my guide in this process was our cantor, Ruben Rinder, who was actually a 
very good friend of my parents. 

01-00:47:24 
Farrell: Oh yeah. 

01-00:47:29 
Bissinger: Ruben Rinder was the most wonderful man. He was a great musician. He used 

to go to Israel and record on a tape recorder, the indigenous music of the Jews 
who were settled there, and I always would write to him when I was away at 
Stanford and the navy. I was away a lot. But I always corresponded with him 
and I always went to visit with him when I was in town. I consider him to be 
one of the prime important people in my life. 

01-00:48:18 
Farrell: What about him was important to you? 

01-00:48:21 
Bissinger: What was more important? 

01-00:48:22 
Farrell: What about him was important to you, or your relationship with him, that was 

impactful? 

01-00:48:28 
Bissinger: I don’t know. Just somebody I—see, my relationship with my parents was a 

little sticky, and people need somebody to talk to. When I was at Exeter, Colin 
Irving, whose son is Irving the author? 

01-00:48:52 
Farrell: John Irving? 

01-00:48:55 
Bissinger: His father was one of my English teachers and dorm master, and I can 

remember walking down the hall and coming and spilling my heart out to this 
guy who’s sitting there, he probably thought, “I was hired to do this?” I wrote 
some pretty crazy, emotional outburst papers. Not a wonderful time for me.  

01-00:49:39 
Farrell: Can you tell me a little bit about what the role of religion played in your 

childhood, whether that be cultural or religious? 

01-00:49:48 
Bissinger: I don’t think there was much of an emphasis on Judaism in my life. I don’t 

recall my parents went to anything other than the big—the major holidays. 
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When I went back to Exeter I was really stumped that there was no Jewish 
place—no Jewish club or anything like that. They had other, Christian—you 
had to go to chapel every morning, and you had to go to church every 
Saturday I guess, and it made me very uncomfortable because I wasn’t part of 
that. It was a big part of schools in New England at that time. Nothing in the 
navy. It never really entered my life. 

01-00:51:05 
Farrell: And then, moving on to Exeter actually, you were there from 1948 until 1952, 

and then when you first arrived you took a three day train ride across country. 
Can you tell me a little bit about that experience? 

01-00:51:20 
Bissinger: Well not the first time, but yeah. I don’t know if it was my sophomore year or 

my junior year, what year it was, but Alec Gerbode and I always traveled 
together to and from. On the major holidays there was no commercial flying 
yet at that time, so you took the train, and it was a three day trip. We 
transferred at Chicago and Boston. Actually, there was one winter where it 
was so stormy that the railroads could not get through in the Rocky Mountain 
states, and we were stuck in Green River, Wyoming, and the train ran out of 
fuel and food, and so we resorted to the local movie theater, and saw 
repeatedly the movie that was playing there at the time, which was Red River. 
That was kind of a kick. 

01-00:52:51 
Farrell: What was train travel like? Spending that much time on a train? 

01-00:52:56 
Bissinger: Well I loved just to sit there and read a book or look out the window. Once, 

either going or coming—I don’t know which—there were a couple of 
daughters of Pat Brown, the governor. We talked to them some. It was just a 
very nice, relaxing way to get back into the intensity of life at Exeter. 

01-00:53:31 
Farrell: Were there people from San Francisco or the Bay Area that you would—I 

know that there was Alec, but was there a group that you would find who 
were going across country? 

01-00:53:44 
Bissinger: No. No, there was nobody else on the train with us, and I don’t recollect 

anybody. There’s one fellow whose name I can’t remember who was 
wrestling at Exeter, and I think he became a teacher at University High School 
here in San Francisco, but I never kept up with him. My accordion friend, 
Dick Mansfield, he lives in Palo Alto, and I’ve been meaning to write him and 
get together with him because we apparently followed somewhat similar paths 
at Stanford. But music became such a big part of my life. Sandor Salgo, my 
music teacher at Stanford and head of the Bach Festival in Marin, was part of 
it. I just remember going to the operas or symphony orchestras. I just loved 
that. In those days the boxes were all set aside for college kids. We had box Z, 
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our fraternity. We used to take beer in the little curtained off area between the 
lobby and the seats. We had a little beer. But that was okay; it didn’t harm 
anybody.  

 There’s so many memories of Stanford. I have a hard time recollecting much 
in the academic sense of the word. I was so well-educated by the time I got to 
Stanford, that I really didn’t need to go to classes, and I didn’t, and that got to 
be kind of a habit. I had so much else going on in my life; I was on an all-
school committee. they used to build an enormous bonfire for the night before 
the big game—Stanford-Cal—and I was in charge of that. Somehow, 
somebody got word to me to be careful that U.C. was bringing a—what do 
you call it? A device that would set the whole thing on fire. Every barrel, 
every piece of wood that came through, I inspected. Indeed, I found one that 
was too perfect and called the fire department, and indeed, it was an 
incendiary device. Dianne Feinstein was on the same committee, so we got to 
be pretty good friends.  

01-00:57:12 
Farrell: Before we get too far into Stanford, I want to go back and talk a little bit more 

about Exeter. You had mentioned that music was a big part of your life. Was 
that something that was—was music encouraged at Exeter? 

01-00:57:26 
Bissinger: Might have been. I don't recollect that they had—they subsequently built a 

gorgeous music facility. Exeter has so much money they’re like Stanford; 
what do you want? We’ll build it. I don't really recollect doing any of that. I 
was more into the activities. I was president of the Pacific Coast Club and we 
put on a wonderful dance with gorgeous decorations, and my date was a gal 
named Mary Lou—her father was coach of the Princeton football team, and 
she was a lot of fun.  

 But getting dates at Exeter—because they had these social exchanges with 
Abbot Academy and others. There was one guy who had a system and he 
ranked all the girls who were prepared to come down to the social event. They 
were ranked for dancing, athleticism, humor, etcetera, etcetera, etcetera. And 
so, being a good middle-of-the-road fellow, I picked the one with the highest 
average of skills, and somebody—I think named Muffy—and she leapt off the 
train with a lacrosse stick in one hand and a tennis racquet in another, and 
probably boxing gloves in the third. It was a dreadful weekend. We had 
nothing to talk about. She wasn’t either pretty or a good dancer. But it was 
hard to get dates. 

 Another friend, Chuck Huck—that’s a fine name—who lived in New Jersey, 
played the harmonica, so we also had a harmonica in our “orchestra,” and he 
would invite me for short holidays, Thanksgiving and such. He had a cousin 
who was really very, very nice. It never became a romance, but she was 
terribly nice. Another friend that actually was Chris D’Manda, and I think his 
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father was a judge from New Jersey. We all used to go ice skating in the 
winter on the river, and luckily I didn’t fall through. So you can see, I wasn’t 
in the library as much as I should have been. 

01-01:01:02 
Farrell: But you mentioned that you were president of the Pacific Coast Club. Can you 

tell me a little bit about what that is? 

01-01:01:08 
Bissinger: I have no idea what it was. 

01-01:01:10 
Farrell: Was it a social club? 

01-01:01:12 
Bissinger: It was kind of like a debating society and they had clubs for everything. I’ve 

got the scrapbooks here. I was a great joiner. I liked to be part of things. 

01-01:01:31 
Farrell: Including that, you had a varsity letter in swimming? 

01-01:01:35 
Bissinger: Yes, the only varsity letter I’ve ever gotten. When I went to Stanford, the 

swimming coach sought me out because I guess Exeter told Stanford to see if 
I could make the cut. After all these years of a boys school, finally I was in a 
school where there was sunshine and beer and girls. No, I don’t recollect if my 
parents ever gave me any sense of purpose in this life, to have goals. I 
presume they looked at my report cards, which were excellent at Town 
School, and I was just shy of honors graduating from Exeter. I did fine until 
the sunshine and girls cropped up. 

01-01:02:47 
Farrell: You also played football at Exeter? 

01-01:02:50 
Bissinger: Yeah. I was fast and I could jump high and catch the ball, and I didn’t mind 

being tackled. They had the varsity, the junior varsity, and then they a group 
of club teams that were just together. They were at the bottom, entry-level. 
And I, as I say, I could run, jump and hang on to the ball. I made all-team, all-
club two years, and then I—then they invited me to come back to early—
getting ready for football season. The first play on the first day of practice, I 
found myself trying to block a big guy, bigger than me, and I guess I 
dislocated my shoulder, and I’ve never been able to throw a ball properly ever 
since. 

01-01:04:03 
Farrell: That ended your football career? 
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01-01:04:06 
Bissinger: Not only that, but my baseball career. You had to have a sport, and so I was a 

baseball player, except they made me the catcher. And, figure the diamond 
out, the catcher has to be able to throw the ball to second base. I couldn’t do 
that. It hurt. So they made me the scorekeeper. So, I kept—every play there’s 
symbols for who did what to whom. 

01-01:04:41 
Farrell: You had also mentioned that you had a good education at Exeter. Can you tell 

me a little bit about that? About I guess maybe the style of learning or how the 
structure, academically, helped you later? 

01-01:05:01 
Bissinger: They have a system called the Harkness system, and the Harkness system 

involves oval tables maybe a quarter of the size of this room, and everybody 
sits around the table, including the professor. Everybody is expected to 
participate. It’s a discussion back and forth, type of thing, and if you weren’t 
prepared it was noticed. Mostly we all worked pretty hard. There was an 
enormous amount of reading and writing. You had to read huge amounts 
every week and write comments, and suggest interpretations, analyses and 
character relationships. We were thrown into this environment and it was a lot 
of work. Math, I was—that was one of the things I was good at. So when I got 
to Stanford, I passed all the math requirements, and I never again took a 
course in math, which I really regret because I was good at it.  

 By the time I got to Stanford, I’d had so much Spanish I could read and write 
it quite well, but I’d never heard the language spoken. Got to Stanford, passed 
all my language requirements, signed up for an upper division course in 
something like contemporary Spanish literature. When I walked into the 
classroom. The teacher started talking, and everybody else was talking, in 
Spanish. I was totally lost so I had to drop out of that. 

01-01:07:01 
Farrell: At Exeter, were they just having you read and write in Spanish? It wasn’t 

conversational? 

01-01:07:12 
Bissinger:       I think it was both. I don’t know. 

01-01:07:22 
Farrell: Did you like the Harkness system? 

01-01:07:26 
Bissinger: Oh yeah. It was very stimulating, and I always liked challenges, but some I 

liked better than others. Nobody would ever accuse me of being a Greek 
scholar. 

01-01:07:48 
Farrell: There’s a story about Henry— 
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01-01:07:52 
Bissinger: Oh, Mr. Krajewski. 

01-01:07:54 
Farrell: Yes. Can you tell me about that?  

01-01:07:55 
Bissinger: Yeah. Henry Krajewski was a pig farmer from New Jersey who was running 

for President of the United States as a Communist, and somebody in our little 
group had the idea that we should invite him to Exeter to give a speech. We 
did that. At our sixtieth reunion they had a film—a rotating film, what do you 
call it? Continuous thing? They had a segment of maybe 50 yards of us 
marching along with Henry Krajewski—and he gave a speech. I don’t know 
what he said, but apparently it was picked up by the Boston Globe, and the 
title was “Exeter endorses Krajewski.” Luckily we didn’t get in trouble. I 
don't know that anybody ever went to the school and asked permission. 

01-01:09:07 
Farrell: Because he was a communist party candidate, correct? 

01-01:09:09 
Bissinger: Oh yeah. 

01-01:09:09 
Farrell: Do you feel like if you had invited him as part of Exeter, you would have gotten in 

trouble for that? 

01-01:09:20 
Bissinger: Yeah, maybe somebody—maybe nothing happened on the campus properly. 

Certainly something I would prefer not to be in my legacy. 

01-01:09:40 
Farrell: So, New England and California are quite different places. Can you tell me a 

little bit about your impressions of New England compared to California? 

01-01:09:54 
Bissinger: Oh yeah. California, after school we’d put on our sporting shoes and go out 

and play catch with the football. At Exeter, we went to the library and did 
reading. The weather is so different; in the winter you have the snow and the 
ice and the slush, and you’re constantly taking off clothes and putting on 
clothes, it was a very serious kind of a place. Chapel every morning. High 
expectations. Either you got caught up in it or you didn’t. Trying to think of 
examples. Well, the whole idea of being—the motto over the door was 
something—this is probably wrong—“huc venite peuri verri” cites, “Come 
here young man to become men.” There was a great deal of that. If there were 
homosexuals in our classes, I was unaware of that. Seriousness. Heavy 
overlay of Judaism. 

01-01:11:36 
Farrell: You had written that you found— 
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01-01:11:40 
Bissinger: Not Judaism; religion. 

01-01:11:42 
Farrell: Religion. Yeah, you had written that you considered New England to be the 

height of sophistication which you had— 

01-01:11:54 
Bissinger: Oh yeah, and the guys who come from the New York private school system 

were really haughty and looked down on us. Those were clubs that I was not 
invited to—join into. 

01-01:12:18 
Farrell: How about diversity? Did you find that it was more or less diverse than 

California? 

01-01:12:25 
Bissinger: Well I don’t think Town School is a very good example. There was no 

diversity there, I can promise you that based on experience. I remember at 
Exeter—in Town School, there were no minorities, which, as I say, I have 
some experience with. At Exeter, I remember Mont Dowling was a—track 
and field, I think. There was a big guy—what was his name? He ended up 
being a lawyer and on the board of director or governors of many companies. 
Who was the other one? There were some kids. There was an American 
Indian who was a good friend. There were some, but there’s also a big student 
body. 

01-01:13:47 
Farrell: And then, for— 

01-01:13:49 
Bissinger: But at least Exeter was making the effort. 

01-01:13:56 
Farrell: You attended your sixtieth anniversary, and of that you wrote, “Exeter truly 

remains the peak experience of my life, and I was thrilled to be able to hobble 
to our sixtieth anniversary.” Can you tell me about what going back 60 years 
later, after you graduated, was like? 

01-01:14:14 
Bissinger: Well the biggest impression on me was that we were all so thrilled to see each 

other. Now, in our fifth and tenth reunions, if you went to them, how are you, 
meant, how successful are you? How many books have you published? How 
many speeches have you made? That kind of success. Our sixtieth when we 
said, how are you, we really meant, how are you? Do you still have your first 
wife? Your kids not in jail? You know, comments that kind of dug a little bit 
inside.  

01-01:15:06 
Farrell: I know. 
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01-01:15:10 
Bissinger: I think that would be the major thing. Of course, we were all encouraged to go 

and sit in classes, listen. We did all that. Besides hearing some terribly bright 
kids express themselves, it was just fun to see people that I barely knew at 
Exeter, and by the time the reunion was over, they’d become good friends. 
You get the idea. It was a happy thing. 

01-01:16:03 
Farrell: Your sixtieth anniversary was probably more meaningful than our ten year. 

01-01:16:08 
Bissinger: Oh yeah, absolutely, because by then, for many of us, it was a challenge to get 

there. I remember I was in a wheel chair and my dear friend, Charlie 
Montgomery, whose sister I also dated, he pushed me around the campus. It 
just was a very emotional, it was just, how are you? [To this day, Charlie and I 
remain close friends.] 

01-01:16:56 
Farrell: Had the campus changed much in 60 years? The way it looked? 

01-01:17:00 
Bissinger: Oh yeah. They had more buildings, they had a science building that was paid 

for by a guy named Stan Phelps, who made a lot of money in the bond 
business, and was a big football player at Exeter. He bought them a new 
stadium, and then he heard that Andover needed a new stadium, so he built 
one for them, too. His thinking was that now the Exeter/Andover football 
game, the winner can never be an Andover team because he had paid for both 
stadiums. 

01-01:17:53 
Farrell: Did either your sister, Peggy, or your brother, Tom, go to school—to boarding 

school? 

01-01:18:01 
Bissinger: My sister, Peggy, I think went two years at Sarah Lawrence. She was not an 

academic. I think I already mentioned. 

01-01:18:11 
Farrell: Oh, so she went there for high school? 

01-01:18:15 
Bissinger: She went to Burkes School on Jackson Street. Everybody in the family that 

was female went to Brooks School, and nobody was every kicked out. My 
brother went to Town School and Andover, and my younger cousin, Peter 
Sinton, went to both. My only cousin on my father’s side didn’t go to Exeter, 
but he did go to Stanford. There was something of a family legacy argument. 
Everybody’s so different, you couldn’t say they were pure legacies. 

01-01:19:27 
Farrell: How do you think that going to Exeter shaped you or informed your life? 
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01-01:19:38 
Bissinger: Well, I think it taught you that if you work hard and stick with what you’re 

trying to accomplish, you have a good chance at being successful in whatever 
you want to do. I look at the ways in which different people—everything from 
agricultural land preservation, to high-speed lawyer. I think they were very 
accepting of non-traditional measures of success, although they did prefer a 
Harvard law degree over a University of Kansas degree. We were a feeder 
school for Harvard, and I think Andover was more or less that for Yale. 

01-01:21:00 
Farrell: When you were living in New England, did you have any desire to stay there 

for college, or were you eager to get back to California? 

01-01:21:09 
Bissinger: I just did what I was told. I don't remember filling out application forms, I just 

remember one day I’m at Exeter. I don’t remember getting there or settling in, 
I just know that all of a sudden I was no longer in San Francisco. And, 
Stanford, same thing. I maybe filled out some forms there. Maybe my father 
got involved. I don't know about that. He certainly never said anything like 
that. What was the question? 

01-01:21:53 
Farrell: If you had any desire to stay in New England. 

01-01:21:55 
Bissinger: No, absolutely none. I always knew that—I wanted to get in the navy, I 

wanted to go to business school—and I believe I was accepted at both 
Harvard and Stanford business schools. My father said, “You don’t need to go 
into business school. Everything you need to know you’ll get when you go in 
the family business,” which was an incorrect statement. But that’s how he felt. 

01-01:22:28 
Farrell: We’ll start to talk a little bit more about your college education next time, but 

when you eventually returned to California after graduating from Exeter, did 
you find that San Francisco had changed much while you were gone? 

01-01:22:49 
Bissinger: Again, I made my goal to be away from home as much as possible, so when I 

graduated from Exeter—that would be in 19—? 

01-01:23:02 
Farrell: 1952? 

01-01:23:03 
Bissinger: 1952. The war was over. I don’t recall that I spent that time just hanging 

around. I don’t remember what I did. It certainly wasn’t getting ready for 
Stanford. I knew I was prepared. That’s a good question. I’ll see if I can dig 
up some answers. 
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01-01:23:46 
Farrell: I think that may be a good place to leave it for today, but was there anything 

else that you wanted to add for this part of the interview? 

01-01:24:07 
Bissinger: Maybe there’s a few places where you could add some more depth, but I don’t 

immediately have anything that comes to my mind. 

01-01:24:17 
Farrell: Okay. 

01-01:24:21 
Bissinger: There’s a period between Exeter and going to Stanford. Now that’s 

interesting. My brother says that my parents had me escort him back to 
Andover, and Tom says that was one of the big things in his life, and I do not 
remember a bit of it. I don’t remember getting on an airplane or a train or 
anything. Which, that really weighs on me because that must have been an 
important time for me, too, when I was back east dropping him off at 
Andover. Maybe I went down to New York and visited friends.  

01-01:25:18 
Farrell: Well we can always fill that in to the transcripts later, yeah. Okay, we’re 

going to stop for today, but thank you, very much. 

01-01:25:28 
Bissinger: You’re very welcome. This is very interesting and pleasurable. 

01-01:25:33 
Farrell: Good. 

  



 Oral History Center, The Bancroft Library, University of California Berkeley 20 

 

Interview 2: April 28, 2017 

02-00:00:00 
Farrell:  This is Shanna Farrell with Paul Bissinger on Friday, April 28, 2017, and this 

is our second session. We’re in San Francisco, California. Paul, last time we 
talked a little bit about your childhood in San Francisco, but one thing that we 
didn’t talk a lot about was the house that you grew up in. I’m wondering if 
you could tell me a little bit more about that house. 

02-00:00:39 
Bissinger: Well I can do that, and I’m going to refer to notes because my memory is not 

as good as it should be. It was a very grand house. I believe it was completed 
at about 1930, at which time my father would have been twenty-five years 
old, and my mother was seven years younger, so she would have been 
eighteen. In later years, she complained to us that—how did she put it—well, 
she’s aghast that she would have allowed her husband, Paul, Sr., to be part of 
such a grandiose house, with all of its costs and so forth. But it was done, and 
it was definitely a house for entertaining on a grand scale. The first floor, there 
was a very large entryway, and feeding off of the central court or whatever 
you’re going to call it, was—going from right to left—immediately to the 
right there was a room, maybe it was 200 square feet, and there was a bar. 
There was shelves above for liquor; it had everything, including a few seats, I 
think. Then you go from there into a very large living room [that had two 
grand pianos], and from there, there was a walkway into the dining room, and 
I think it was pretty wide, maybe about ten feet, and it looked out over our 
garden—which was not a great garden, but still was a garden. Then you go 
from there into the dining room, and after the dining room there were spiral 
stairs that went up to the bedrooms. Everything was very beautifully done. It 
was wood finish everywhere, beautifully carved and decorated. That was very 
dramatic. 

 On the second floor, it was my mother and my father’s bedroom, which was 
pretty large for a bedroom. My mother had a dressing room, which I recall had 
just a whole lot of shelves and hanging space, and of course my sister, Peggy, 
loved going over and playing play-house or whatever the proper name is. My 
father had kind of a recessed area where he had his clothes and whatever else. 

 Let’s see. Then there were separate bedrooms for Peggy, Tom and me. Peggy 
had her own bathroom; Tom and I shared a bathroom, which was fine. By 
most standards, it would be considered luxurious. Then there were all these 
specialized rooms; there was a room to store the linens, there was one to—she 
had a model of herself where you could hang clothes that were being made for 
yourself or whatever. She had one of those. She spent a lot of time there. She 
had beautiful clothes and she always looked wonderful. Flower arranging. She 
was always picking an art form. She used to [arrange] beautiful flowers.  
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 Then on the third floor there was this hand printing press. I remember it stood 
so high, and you had to, with your hands, make all of the text that you wanted, 
and sometimes there were pictures, and they began—my mother and father 
both enjoyed doing that. That was a nice activity. Of course, San Francisco in 
those days, hand printing was a very popular thing, and a number of my 
parents’ friends also had presses. 

 The third floor was one or two maids’ rooms, as I recall, and one of those was 
taken for the printing operation. Now, on the third floor, also, there was a 
large area that was a playroom, and it was—I can’t transfer my images today 
versus my recollections of yesterday. It was a big space, and it actually had a 
raised—whatever you call it at the front of the stage. 

02-00:07:29 
Farrell: Oh, like a riser? 

02-00:07:31 
Bissinger: Well, I just thought the front. The walls were all painted, and there was 

somebody who was an artist who specialized in children’s things—Lo-Lo or 
something like that, Lu-Lu—and I don’t remember if there were curtains or 
not, but clearly my father had in mind that we would be making clever little 
plays and people would come over and clap. But that didn’t happen. One 
reason is that the stage space was not utilized as much as you think, because 
my mother was always taking her nap in the afternoon, and that’s when noisy 
little people run around and make a lot of noise. When she was napping, we 
were forbidden to be there. 

 There also was a big ping pong table, which was for my electric train set. I got 
a lot of pleasure out of that. I like building things, like the ships we talked 
about last time. We had the tracks and we had houses and signals and all kinds 
of things. Actually, up the street, one of my close friends for these years—
Alec Gerbode—his father had a miniature train set. They were much smaller. 
Maybe like one and a half inches, two inches. They were very small. The ones 
we had were maybe twice that size, but they were metal in those days. When 
our kids were little I tried to buy them train sets, but they were all plastic. 
They wouldn't work and they were very disappointing. 

 Also, the ping-pong table and the—there was some kind of a volcano that you 
could buy as a set, a kit, and I—it actually shot stuff into the air. That was 
another diversion that interfered with the nap. That was pretty much the—no, 
also, I remember that the oranges would come in crates. There was no 
squeezed oranges; you had to squeeze them yourself. But I used to take the 
crates and break them apart and make things out of that. Once we made kind 
of like a scooter, and we built what we thought was a fort on top of the 
scooter, and tried to ride it down Divisadero street, which is a pretty steep hill. 
[laughs] I believe we crashed, but that was with my friend Glen Burton. 
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02-00:11:11 
Farrell: You said that you were not permitted to be around when your mother was 

sleeping. What kinds of things would you do when your mother was napping 
in the afternoon? 

02-00:11:21 
Bissinger: Well I was an avid reader, and my friend, we would go out and play catch, go 

to the—seems to me that we didn’t have much in the way of constraints on 
what we did. We knew where we shouldn’t be, but going to Alta Plaza Park or 
Julius Kahn, and we’d go in groups, have enough to play touch football or 
whatever. Yeah, I was building these things and mostly making a nuisance of 
myself because I had this image that I was in trouble every day of my life. I 
can’t bring him back to life now, but my uncle, Henry Sinton, always said I 
had the worst [childhood] of anybody he knew. But I was in trouble a great 
deal at the time. 

 My brother, being six years younger, he was a good observer of life and he 
figured out how to avoid the problems that my sister and I faced. 

02-00:12:42 
Farrell: Your parents also employed Lillian and Lorenzo. Can you tell me a little bit 

about them? 

02-00:12:48 
Bissinger: Only a little bit. I do recollect that they were very—a lot of pride and dignity. 

They were very—good people. They were fine people, and I think they took 
their job very seriously and they were very responsible. That’s really about it. 
But I do recall that, when we were little, we didn’t eat at the big table with the 
grown-ups; we ate at a—oh, like a counter in a restaurant. Our nannies—we 
had nannies—that’s where they would sit. Among our nannies, the most 
important one was Miss Jeeves, Elsie Jeeves. British, of course. She had 
actually—if my mind is clear—been the nanny for my mother and her sisters. 
She was no spring chicken. The spring chicken we had in the form of Beetle 
Butler, and Beetle Butler was like Mary Poppins; we would go out on the 
expeditions. She was always in hysterical laughter and everything was fun, 
and my parents would come home, the house would be a disaster, but the kids 
would be happy. There was also another German nanny who my mother had 
to dismiss for reasons I don’t know, but she wrote me letters after leaving us. 
It obviously broke her up a lot. That’s the life. I think it was clearly a wise 
thing to send me away to Exeter, where God and the faculty could keep me 
under wraps.  

02-00:15:11 
Farrell: Is that house that you grew up in at 2500 Divisadero, is that still standing? 

02-00:15:17 
Bissinger: It’s not only still standing, it’s been through several hands, including the 

Canadian Consulate for a while. Its bones are so good, it’s so well-built that a 
remarkably small amount of it had to be modified to make it a modern house. 
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I can’t think of very much. I do remember now that the kitchen and the pantry 
were merged, made into one room. The third floor was made into an 
entertainment center. Aside from that, it was pretty much the way it was, 
compliments of the architect. 

02-00:16:15 
Farrell: We had talked about your time at Exeter, and we left off last time with your 

education at Stanford. You started there in 1952 and I’m wondering if you 
could tell me a little bit about your first impressions of the school when you 
arrived as a freshman. 

02-00:16:35 
Bissinger: Well, first impressions? I think I was a little bit scared. I’d never been away at 

school before, and there was a contingent of kids, the New York crowd, that 
had gone to those fancy Manhattan boys’ schools, and they were much 
more—because they knew each other. See, I didn’t know anybody there 
except Alec Gerbode. We went together. But I got over that. Academically, I 
had to learn my way around physically, and what the game really was. The 
first year, it helped a lot I think that I was a pretty good athlete. For example, 
in football, they had the varsity, junior varsity, and then a group of what they 
called club teams. I was all-club two years running. There were so many 
activities. No shortage of things to do. I can’t remember who my first year 
roommate was, but I do remember my senior year and maybe both the third 
and fourth years; my roommate was Charlie Montgomery, who has been one 
of my dear, dear friends ever since. That was a very close bond that came to 
pass at Exeter. 

02-00:18:29 
Farrell: At Exeter or at Stanford? 

02-00:18:32 
Bissinger: At Exeter. 

02-00:18:32 
Farrell: At Exeter, okay. Oh, I see. Can you tell me about what you were majoring in 

when you were at Stanford? 

02-00:18:42 
Bissinger: History. 

02-00:18:44 
Farrell: History. Okay, what made you choose history? 

02-00:18:47 
Bissinger: Because it was very broad in terms of the courses you could take. I mean, 

chemistry you could construe to be a history course in some ways, and so, 
that’s why. I had no particular goal in mind. I didn’t work as hard as I should 
have, but it was a great place to have a wonderful time. 
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02-00:19:25 
Farrell: You had mentioned that you were pretty academically prepared because of 

your time at Exeter. 

02-00:19:30 
Bissinger: Oh yeah. My schooling had been very focused and strict, after World War II 

when I was moved from the public school, Grant, to Town School, which was 
two blocks away. Three blocks. So in that respect, it eased the entry. Maybe 
that’s something kids should consider when they go to school like Exeter; that 
the competition is ratcheted up a significant amount.  

02-00:20:19 
Farrell: Did you feel more prepared or better equipped for Stanford academically than 

your peers? 

02-00:20:27 
Bissinger: Oh, yes. I mean, I could write very well. My grammar, my spelling, were just 

impeccable. I remember one of our—the main English teacher there was a guy 
named Darcy Cuilden, and he was about six-foot-ten. A big man. He would 
start off each year by saying something like, now listen up, you bird. I give Cs 
to people that can write better than me, and that’s impossible—or something 
like that. But he was really a nice man. 

 
02-00:21:19 
Farrell: Do you remember some of your—the courses that you took related to history? 

02-00:21:24 
Bissinger: No. 

02-00:21:26 
Farrell: You were involved in a lot of extracurricular activities when you were there, 

including the Cardinal’s All-School Committee with Dianne Feinstein. Can 
you tell me a little bit about what that committee was and what some of your 
work was for them? 

02-00:21:44 
Bissinger: What that committee was intended for, I don’t know. I’m going to look 

through the year books and see if I can find anything. But basically, it was in 
charge of any all-school event. The big one I remember was the bonfire that 
used to be done the night before a big game. The year I was in charge of it, it 
was very exciting because we got word that some UC—University of 
California—kids were bringing over some wood that had been doctored to 
be—create a fire. Indeed, I inspected every wheelbarrow of wood that came 
onto the site, and one piece of wood just looked too perfect, and I had the fire 
department come over. It was a fire starting device of some kind. I got a lot of 
pictures in the newspaper and so forth. So that was exciting. 

 I don’t know if this was an all-school event or not. I kind of invented it. But I 
went every Saturday morning to the Packard Children’s Hospital, and I 
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brought along cheerleaders or a comedian, or something to entertain the kids, 
guitar and singer, or whatever I could dig up. Everybody appreciated that, but 
most of all I got such a big kick out of it. 

02-00:23:50 
Farrell: How did you get involved with the Packard Children’s Hospital? 

02-00:23:54 
Bissinger: I guess I must have telephoned or gone over and said, I’ve got an idea; does 

this interest you? I mean, it wasn’t an established activity. I invented it. Mrs. 
Packard was very nice. In any event, when I was raising money for the youth 
orchestra, I of course went to the Packard Foundation, which was then run by 
my friend Colburn Wilber, and Mrs. Packard, I had lunch with her once year, 
and I’d bring her up to date and she’d sign a check. That was very nice. 

02-00:24:57 
Farrell: What originally made you interested in working with the children’s hospital? 

02-00:25:01 
Bissinger: Well, it was just something I thought was a great thing to do, and I liked 

organizing people. You know, sometimes you don’t need to have it set forth in 
writing; it’s just something that comes out of you. I thought it would be fun, I 
thought the kids would like it. It doesn’t cost anything and the hospital people 
liked it. Everybody liked it. What’s not to like? 

02-00:25:40 
Farrell: How long were you involved with them for? 

02-00:25:43 
Bissinger: Oh, I think maybe one or two years. Whether it’s carried on, I don’t know. 

02-00:25:49 
Farrell: You were also a part of the Stardusters. Can you tell me a little bit about 

them? 

02-00:25:55 
Bissinger: Yeah. I’ve got pictures. We had everything from a seventeen piece orchestra 

for a big party, with a vocalist, or just down to me and the leader of the gang 
at a cocktail party. His name was Spike Lynch; Percival P. Lynch, if you want 
to know the truth, but he didn’t like that. So he was Spike Lynch and he was a 
very gifted musician. We had a wonderful group. We had a lot of fun, and we 
were blackballed by the union because we had taken so many of the proms up 
and down the peninsula, and parties. Sometimes Spike and I would just go and 
play at a cocktail party. We didn’t make much money, but we made enough to 
make it worthwhile. 

02-00:27:03 
Farrell: Were you playing the guitar for them? 
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02-00:27:05 
Bissinger: Yeah. 

02-00:27:05 
Farrell: Can you tell me a little bit more about the union blackballing you? Why that 

was an issue for them? 

02-00:27:12 
Bissinger: The issue was that they were losing business to us. I think it’s as simple as 

that. 

02-00:27:19 
Farrell: Was there ever a time where you thought about joining the union, or it wasn’t 

something you considered? 

02-00:27:24 
Bissinger: Oh, no. No. 

02-00:27:24 
Farrell: Okay. What kind of music were you playing? 

02-00:27:31 
Bissinger: Oh, all the old time favorites; “Blue Moon”, and you know, it was just the 

music of the forties and fifties, and we were very—Dave Walter was our bass 
player, but he taught over in Livermore, I think, or a place like that. Taught 
the cello. I remember we had a reunion a few years ago, and most everybody 
showed up. We had a wonderful time. 

02-00:28:24 
Farrell: How long did you play with them for? 

02-00:28:27 
Bissinger: Four years. A year or two afterward, I do remember Kathy and I, we were 

either engaged or married, and they had a gig and they needed my guitar 
playing, and so, we went over—and Kathy came to sit and be obedient, or 
whatever—and a freshman came up and asked her to dance. Freshman, 
sophomore, whatever. She thought that was pretty funny. 

02-00:29:05 
Farrell: Can you tell me a little bit about your memories of Palo Alto in the fifties 

when you were at Stanford? 

02-00:29:13 
Bissinger: Oh, no, not really. I was not engaged in anything to do with the community. 

02-00:29:23 
Farrell: I guess because there’s been so much development there over the past couple 

of decades, I’m just wondering if you remembered it being more residential, 
or if it was more, you just really spent time on campus mostly. 
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02-00:29:34 
Bissinger: On campus. 

02-00:29:39 
Farrell: When you were going to Stanford, what were some of your early career 

aspirations at that point? 

02-00:29:45 
Bissinger: I didn’t have any. Bless his soul, I cannot remember my father or my mother 

ever telling me that I should aspire to something, that I should have long-term 
goals and I should focus on doing that. I mean, I did stupid things. I took a 
course once in library sciences. Now what in the world did I need to do that 
for? I didn’t approach it with any career ambitions. Interesting because most 
of our—my good friends there were in engineering school, and almost all 
those went to business school. It’s just that I was so busy doing other things. 

02-00:30:42 
Farrell: What were your plans for after Stanford, when you were getting to be a junior 

and a senior? 

02-00:30:47 
Bissinger: I guess I vaguely figured that I’d go into the family business. It seemed to be a 

good thing for me to be doing. You know, we certainly lived well. But I 
was—to my disappoint and regret now—I had no academic ambitions. I loved 
comparative religion, and there were some courses I enjoyed listening to, but 
nothing that really got me wound up and desperate to spend my hours in the 
library. 

 
02-00:31:42 
Farrell: You said that you loved contemporary religion? 

02-00:31:45 
Bissinger: Not contemporary; comparative. Comparative religion. 

02-00:31:51 
Farrell: Okay. What about that were you interested in? 

02-00:31:55 
Bissinger: Well, the eastern religions, primarily, and this guy Spiegleburg who taught 

comparative religion, I became a friend of theirs, did some gardening for his 
wife. I always just wanted to make a little money of my own. When I was 
very young, I can remember going around the neighborhood and knocking on 
doors and asking if I could do anything. Even when I was five years old. 

02-00:32:34 
Farrell: You always had that entrepreneurial spirit? 

02-00:32:37 
Bissinger: Yeah. I wanted a little money that really was my own. 
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02-00:32:44 
Farrell: Indeed you did work while you were at [Exeter and] Stanford, so you had a 

summer job in Tahoe gassing up the boats on King Beach. That’s also when 
you were a firefighter at Weaverville. 

02-00:32:51 
Bissinger: Yeah. I forget in which order. Kathy and I have been talking about it, and 

when I think it through, it probably was my earlier years—even maybe high 
school. I think from the Forest Service’s point of view, if you’re eighteen 
years or older, you know, they can use you, so long as you’re physically fit. 

02-00:33:26 
Farrell: It also says that in 1955 you were on a midshipman cruise to Havana and 

Panama? 

02-00:33:33 
Bissinger: Yes. [After our family returned from a trip to Europe honoring my father’s 

fiftieth birthday, I went on the midship cruise.] It was something that all 
midshipman did, in 1955 at least, and we were on a destroyer, which was, I 
think, vintage World War I. I’m sure our bunks were right next to the boiler. It 
was so hot and humid, there was no way you could get dry. You take a shower 
and you could towel yourself for over an hour and you’d be just as wet. One 
thing I did like was the—I had to do some navigating by star, you know, 
measuring. Whatever they call that nowadays. But I was good at that. 

02-00:34:33 
Farrell: That was as part of the Navy? 

 
02-00:34:37 
Bissinger: The Navy ROTC Reserve Officer Training Corps [at Stanford].  

02-00:34:44 
Farrell: Okay. So I guess that’s a good transition into your time with the Navy, unless 

there’s anything else you want to talk about with Stanford? 

02-00:34:56 
Bissinger: Well let me think. Stanford. Well, I had a few girlfriends over the time. One 

or two was pretty serious. And what else? I was not gentle with my cars. My 
grandfather seemed content to buy me replacement vehicles for the ones I 
banged up. Luckily I didn’t hurt myself or anybody else, but my bad—my 
reckless driving was not without comment from my friends. 

02-00:35:53 
Farrell: Do you remember what kind of cars you drove at that point? 

02-00:35:56 
Bissinger: Well my first car was a yellow Studebaker, which was my mother’s car, and 

they had it cleaned up and painted. It looked new. I wasn’t terribly—it wasn’t 
fancy enough for me, but that came later. At one point I had a Chevrolet 
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Convertible that was very jazzy. It would be embarrassing for me if I knew 
how many cars I’ve owned in my life. 

02-00:36:38 
Farrell: Did you ever learn how to fix cars at all? Was that something—? 

02-00:36:40 
Bissinger: No. 

02-00:36:43 
Farrell: No. Okay. Well if you’re—I guess if you’re ready to talk a little bit about 

ROTC and the Navy. What initially was the impetus for you joining ROTC? 

02-00:37:02 
Bissinger: The impetus was that you wouldn’t be in the trenches in Korea, or wherever 

kids were sent in those days. That was to avoid the draft. I don’t think hardly 
any of us would have voluntarily signed up. I never had different assignments. 
You didn’t know what you were going to get. One of my closest friends, who 
is now dead—Ogden Beeman from Portland, Oregon—he ended up in the 
Coast Guard and he was an engineering student, and he had a ball; he had two 
years mapping the coast of Alaska. He had a beard. He did very well for 
himself. He became—had his own port development consulting business, 
which became very large and important. And tragically, he died must be four 
or five years ago. Still stay in touch a little bit with his wife [Charlotte, who 
got me a job as a DJ on a local radio station while I was at the American 
Institute for Foreign Trade in Glendale, Arizona]. But he was a really close 
friend. 

 
02-00:38:28 
Farrell: Did you meet him in ROTC training? 

02-00:38:32 
Bissinger: Oh no. I don’t remember what we did. I guess we had to sit at a desk and take 

some notes on things, and we had marching around a little bit, but it was 
not—we were not going for serious positions. I was very lucky to get an 
aircraft carrier. It’s a whole city. 

02-00:39:04 
Farrell: What year did you join ROTC? Do you remember? 

02-00:39:10 
Bissinger: It must have been at least—either the sophomore or junior year. I don’t 

recollect it as freshman year or as a senior year, but it might have been. There 
was very little that I paid attention to in those days. 

02-00:39:32 
Farrell: When you were training and you had your weekends, do you remember what 

that entailed? 
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02-00:39:42 
Bissinger: We didn’t do that. Once we were finished with ROTC and went to the Navy, 

in my case, then you were free. I had the choice of staying in the Navy, you 
know, as a career. If I did that, I’d have to stay and continue to do either shore 
duty or amphibious—ocean duty. I decided I didn’t want to commit my 
weekends or however often you had to turn up. 

02-00:40:43 
Farrell: When you graduated from Stanford and you joined the Navy in 1956, was that 

a choice that you made or was that something that you had to do? 

02-00:40:52 
Bissinger: Well, if you wanted to get the credit, I guess, to be in Naval Reserve Officer 

Training Corps, so I was training to be a Reserve officer, and as such, I don’t 
really believe—now, when we graduated and you were getting commissioned, 
then, among other things, they did a medical exam, and I had to go to Oak 
Knoll in Oakland, and I flunked the colorblind test. They were kind and they 
said come back; sometimes one test tells more than another. I think I went 
back two more times and I flunked each time. I went to the book store and I 
bought the standard colorblind book and I memorized it. So I passed. 

02-00:41:59 
Farrell: I guess I’m just trying to figure out, when you graduated, so you went into the 

Navy full-time, or was it still you were in the reserves? 

02-00:42:12 
Bissinger: Well, when they put you on an aircraft carrier in the middle of the Pacific, 

there’s no way you can be anything but fully active. Now, preceding that, 
1955 was my father’s fiftieth birthday, and so, we all went to Europe, and that 
was when I came home and went directly to Norfolk, Virginia, where I joined 
up with my fleet mates, or whatever you call them. It was so interesting; I find 
in there a letter from a guy named Dan Kennedy, who I don’t remember at all, 
but he wrote me a letter and remembered me. 

[Section removed by narrator.] 

02-00:44:07 
Farrell: Okay. Can you tell me a little bit about being on your ship? 

02-00:44:14 
Bissinger: Oh. Well, we were in a bunkroom, I think three or four other guys, and being 

an officer had a lot—had its privileges. There was a, one of the—not a mess 
boy. I don’t know what you would call him, but he was in charge of I guess 
maintaining the officer’s quarters and taking care of—making sure their 
clothes get washed and ironed, I guess. What I remember about Muse was that 
we would buy cases and cases of liquor and they’d be stamped a Japanese 
name, “tea set, twenty-four pieces.” We had tons of liquor going home from 
Japan. We ordered Muse to bring us some great grapefruit juice or orange 
juice. Of course, he knew what was going on.  
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 Another interesting side, specialty group, was our Marine contingent, and they 
were there because they needed to—what? What would you need a Marine 
Corps for on a ship? 

02-00:45:53 
Farrell: Well, defense. I mean. 

02-00:45:56 
Bissinger: How about protecting the security of our nuclear devices? 

02-00:46:04 
Farrell: Okay.  

02-00:46:09 
Bissinger: Also, some time in that whole sweep of years and months and days, they took 

us on a submarine, and I don’t think they submerged very much, but it was 
interesting just how you reacted to the claustrophobia. It wouldn’t be my 
choice of duty. 

02-00:46:39 
Farrell: When you were submerged, did you have a feeling of claustrophobia? And if 

you did, how did you handle that? 

02-00:46:47 
Bissinger: I probably handled it—obviously it wasn’t severe enough it made a lasting 

impression on me. I knew they weren’t going to bury us in the bay mud, and it 
happened with no lasting damage. 

 
02-00:47:16 
Farrell: What was your role? What were you actually doing? 

02-00:47:18 
Bissinger: In the Navy? 

 
02-00:47:19 
Farrell: Mm-hm. 

02-00:47:22 
Bissinger: Well, when I reported on board, I reported to the executive officer, and he 

said, “What have you in mind, Bissinger?” I said, “Sir, I was hoping to get 
into communications or operations, supply, something like that.” He said, 
“Well we’ve got you down for the gunnery department.” I said, “Oh. I don’t 
think that’s a good idea. I don’t like guns, never have.” He says, “You’re 
going to be outstanding. As of this instant, you are the assistant—or, the junior 
officer of the third division.” The third division consisted of twenty or thirty 
men, who I don't think hardly any of them had gone to college or finished 
high school. This is the bottom of the barrel. I’d never had any experience 
with people like that, and I had no leadership skills in that kind of an 
environment.  
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My job was to sit in this turret, and on either side of me I had five inch guns; 
five inch being that’s the size of the barrel. I never really understood all the 
different variations of, either fully in control, partially—I was never clear on 
that. Before we knew it, we were out in Hawaii going through operational 
readiness inspection. I believe you read about all this. Then they asked me to 
track a plane that was theoretically going to wipe us out. I was to shoot it 
down. What I did instead was to bump the barrel of one of my guns into the 
wing of a jet that was parked on the deck. Actually, it shouldn’t have been 
there because there was an area painted out where they’re not supposed to be. 
Maybe that’s what kept me from being court marshaled. But I never had any 
repercussion from it, except the disdain from all of the air people onboard, 
which was more than half of the crew.  

So that was not a happy business for me. I think I might have been helped by a 
fellow named Bill Ziering was the legal officer onboard, and I got to know 
him better when he settled in San Francisco. We played some tennis for a 
while. He was a nice guy. But then I was—for the second cruise—transferred 
from the shooting departments and given all these oddball assignments.iii  

02-00:50:57 
Farrell: How did you feel about that, getting reassigned? 

02-00:51:00 
Bissinger: I was delighted. I was delighted. It was a wonderful position; you didn’t have 

to account for your time, nobody knew where you were or what you were 
doing, you had all these titles, and it was great. 

02-00:51:22 
Farrell: And, when you were on the ship I guess, were there any memorable ports that 

you stopped in or places that you saw? 

 
02-00:51:32 
Bissinger: Well, in Japan and in Hong Kong. That was about all. We stopped in Manila a 

couple of times. That’s a terrible place; hot and muggy and acres of 
prostitutes, you know, selling their services. I didn’t like it. But Japan, I just 
was in love with it. I read every book I could get on Japanese art and culture, 
and I traveled around by bus or train when I could get off the ship long 
enough to—you know, you get four hours. You can’t go very far, but I would 
trade with other people so I could have a full day or maybe half a day.  

 Somebody had to be there, in the Japanese Alps. I can’t imagine why they 
permitted that; it’s too unusual. You know, somebody could get hurt, break a 
leg, get killed, bus could go off the road. But that was a wonderful experience. 
Everywhere I went, there were these school kids who would come up and 
want to practice their English on me, and so they would take me around to see 
the sights and I would take them to lunch. And I learned a little Japanese 
there.  
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 Hong Kong was more exotic. In both places, I guess my parents were already 
involved in the Asian art world, so I picked up off of that. It just instinctively 
became of interest to me, and I bought some art. A few wood block prints are 
left, not in here, but elsewhere in the house. But nothing I bought ended up 
being of great consequence, but it was fun doing that. I met some of the artists 
and got to know how to get around Kyoto on my own. 

Once I was in Tokyo and I’d run out of money, and I was in the old Frank 
Lloyd Wright Hotel, and I heard a man paged who I knew was the president of 
a shipping line that our family business used. I went up to him, introduced 
myself, and I said, “I feel a little embarrassed, but could you lend me $100?” 
He laughed, and he did of course, and of course he got paid back. But I was 
not shy about going up to people.  

There was also a time when I was in a folk art museum. Mingei is folk art. I 
was wandering around. I saw a man who I knew for some reason was a 
Rockefeller. Maybe he was a father of a Rockefeller that I knew at Exeter 
[with his family]. I went up and introduced myself, we talked a little bit, and 
he said, “Would you like to join us for the rest of the afternoon? We’re going 
to some more museums.” So that was exciting.  

 I knew a couple of girls who were teachers in Japan. We went down to Gifu, 
where they have the cormorant fishing, and you go at night and they have 
lanterns and cormorant who capture the fish, which hang in their throats. I had 
so many experiences. 

 We also stopped where the atom bomb was dropped. 

02-00:56:52 
Farrell: Nagasaki or Hiroshima? 

 
02-00:56:56 
Bissinger:  Hiroshima. Hiroshima. [It was horrifying.] 

02-00:56:57 
Farrell: Hiroshima. 

02-00:57:00 
Bissinger: So many experiences. It was a wonderful time. I think all kids should have to 

do some kind of public service, including women. 

02-00:57:19 
Farrell: Is that how your interest in Asian art started? 

02-00:57:26 
Bissinger: Well I think so. I’d never bought a piece of art of any kind. Maybe a postcard 

from Florence. I kept my diary, and that was—I have to go through that and 
purge it. There’s things in there that are not necessary reading. I guess so. 
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02-00:57:59 
Farrell: What was it about Asian art that you enjoyed or that you found interesting? 

02-00:58:04 
Bissinger:  Well first of all, Japan is a beautiful country, and the people were so nice, 

particularly considering what we did to them, what they did to us. And, maybe 
in there somewhere was wanting to please my parents. I was pleasing my 
mother by being interested in Asian art, and my father by being in the Navy, 
because he was in the Navy in World War II. 

02-00:58:50 
Farrell: You had also mentioned that you were interested in Eastern religion in 

college, so was there sort of a tie-in with that? 

02-00:59:03 
Bissinger: Oh yeah. I mean, as I said, Asian art and culture was kind of the broad area of 

which Japanese woodblock prints would be a piece, and other things the same. 
I bought a couple of these scrolls, like behind you. These were already my 
mother’s. Of course Kathy has been involved in terms of any serious 
collecting, but everything here, there’s a story to it; where it was bought, from 
whom, what we know about the artist, how they’ve changed. We just got a 
new piece. Yesterday it arrived. Day before yesterday. It’s downstairs. A big 
dish, bigger than that one, with gorgeous coloring. I’ll show it to you. 

02-01:00:06 
Farrell: You mentioned that you started to meet some of the artists. What was that like 

meeting them? 

02-01:00:13 
Bissinger: Well typically they’d be in their shop, and you go up and say, you know, I 

love this piece, or I love this print, I would like to buy it. I mean, it’s a very 
limited conversation. They could speak a little bit of English; when there’s 
money being moved around, conversation is always—now, [Bissinger & Co.] 
were selling hides to the tanners who made leather. In Japan there was this 
huge manufacturer of bags of all kinds, leather bags, and also all the baseball 
gloves were made in Japan. Once when I was there on business, the people I 
dealt with—what were they—trading companies, they arranged for a little 
meeting of some of the tanners who, by the way, in Japan are the same as the 
Indian untouchables. They don’t like to talk about it in Japan, but it’s there. At 
least it was in my day. I agreed to get up and address this group. Somehow I 
stumbled through it, but they were so appreciative that I even made the effort 
to say hello to them in Japanese. People don’t realize how important some 
things are. 

02-01:02:17 
Farrell: Did you start learning Japanese at this point? 

02-01:02:19 
Bissinger: I got a little bit; enough to say where is the train station, or how much does 

this cost. 
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02-01:02:32 
Farrell: We’ll circle back to Asian art and the Asian art museum in a little bit, but, so 

you were done with the Navy in 1958, and then I read that you resumed your 
education. Is that correct? 

02-01:02:50 
Bissinger: Well, no. I resumed my education that I did not get at Stanford, but in the 

Navy I had all this time. Even for an aircraft carrier, it takes a while to get 
from San Diego to Yokosuka. I had time to read. So I would go to the book 
store in San Diego, take with a small suitcase, fill it with books on history, 
philosophy, economics, what have you. I read all the things I should have 
been reading at Stanford. I kind of got myself self-educated. I wrote this diary 
I kept. I’ve got to find that and make sure it doesn’t fall into false—into the 
wrong hands. [laughs] 

02-01:03:45 
Farrell: When you were done with the Navy, you went to work for the American 

Institute for Foreign Trade, starting in 1959. Could you tell me a little bit 
about your decision to work with them? 

02-01:03:56 
Bissinger: Well, it’s a school. It’s a graduate school of business. 

02-01:04:00 
Farrell: Oh, okay. 

02-01:04:01 
Bissinger: I wanted to go to Harvard or Stanford Business School, and I was accepted at 

both. My father said, “It’s not necessary for you to go to business school. 
Everything you need to know, you’ll learn when you come into the family 
business.” I always just did what I was told. I went there for a year and 
learned a lot. It was a highly regarded school for that specific purpose. I had a 
wonderful time there for one year, but I mean, it was kind of—in my gut I 
knew that I needed another year before going into the family business where I 
would sit in a room with two or three other men who were buying and selling 
on the firm’s behalf, and they’d smoke cigars all day, or pipes, and they just 
sat there and didn’t do anything. Nobody went out to visit the meat packers or 
visit one of our other places, or went to Milwaukee to see them making shoes. 
I knew I wasn’t ready for that, and this is kind of a—my way of objecting to 
being funneled into that scene so soon. 

02-01:05:59 
Farrell: Where was that graduate school? 

02-01:06:02 
Bissinger: In Glendale, Arizona.  

[Section removed by narrator.] 
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02-01:06:23 
Farrell: What was it like living in Arizona? I mean, this had to be a big change. 

02-01:06:32 
Bissinger: By this time, I felt I was so sophisticated, that, you know, I wrote the book on 

sophistication. But I had a good time. I had our friend in Portland, whose wife, 
Charlotte, came from Phoenix. Her parents were terribly nice to me [while I 
was in school there]. Her mother was president of the symphony, I think, and 
somehow I found myself with being a disk jockey, and I would preview the 
concerts presented by their symphony. That was fun. 

 I forget who came with us, but we went down to the Hopi villages, which 
were up on these bluffs, and it was almost a little scary because the roads were 
very poor, very narrow, and the Indians didn’t look terribly pleased to see us. I 
mean, it’s kind of religious ground to them. We also hiked down into the 
Havasu Canyon, where the Havasupai Indians live, claim that they’re the only 
Indians in the country that never fought white people. But there were 100, 200 
of these people living in terrible poverty. We camped at the base of this huge 
waterfall that was pure aquamarine color. I mean, it was just gorgeous. That 
was interesting.  

I went skiing in Flagstaff a few times. One time, I was the first one up the lift 
in the morning, which is where I always liked to be to get the fresh snow. 
When we were close to the top, I saw there was a guy that worked for the 
place who had fallen and landed on his back on a concrete slab. He looked 
pretty unhappy, so I—they had some sleds at the top of the hill. I took one and 
got him in it and took him down the hill. That was very hard because those 
sleds, you have to hold them up or there are prongs that dig into the snow. My 
arms were sore. I’m not a big, husky guy, so it was a lot of work getting him 
down the hill.  

02-01:09:54 
Farrell: Did you get him down the hill safely? Was he okay? 

02-01:09:56 
Bissinger: Mm-hm. 

02-01:09:58 
Farrell: After you were done with graduate school, were you at that point ready to join 

the family business? Did you feel, at this point, like you could step into that 
role? 

02-01:10:12 
Bissinger: Well, it seems to me that it all happened kind of like real quick. I’ve got to get 

the years tied down of all these places. [I went to Exeter from ’48—’52, and 
went to Stanford from ’53 —’56. I graduate from graduate school] sometime 
in the spring of’59. 
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02-01:10:55 
Farrell: For graduate school? 

02-01:10:57 
Bissinger: That I was out of the Navy, and out of graduate school. 

02-01:11:01 
Farrell: Yeah, ’59 I have graduate school. 

02-01:11:04 
Bissinger: That ties in because Exeter would have been ’48 to ’52. 

02-01:11:13 
Farrell: Yes. 

02-01:11:13 
Bissinger: Fall of ’48 to spring of ’52. 

02-01:11:16 
Farrell: Yes. 

02-01:11:17 
Bissinger: Stanford would be the fall of ’53. 

02-01:11:20 
Farrell: ‘52, same year. 

02-01:11:23 
Bissinger: Fall of ’52 to the spring of ’56.  

02-01:11:29 
Farrell: ‘56, yes. 

02-01:11:31 
Bissinger: Oh, so that’s more time to account for. Kathy was the summer of ’59. 

02-01:11:39 
Farrell: Okay, all right. That was a question I had for you.  

02-01:11:49 
Bissinger: How did we—we got off the ship in the— 

02-01:11:55 
Farrell: Was it the spring of 1958? Does that sound familiar? Those were the dates 

that you had written down for it. It’s okay. We can also add this in later. It’s 
all right. 

02-01:12:09 
Bissinger: I want to account for more of my time. Stanford we know, we got done in ’56 

in June. May or June. So we’ve got that in there. In the spring of ’59— 

02-01:12:35 
Farrell: Well, we have— 
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02-01:12:39 
Bissinger: We have the graduate school thing. 

02-01:12:40 
Farrell: Right. So the papers that you gave me, graduated Stanford in 1956 in the 

springtime, and then you were in the Navy from 1956 to 1958, and then 
graduate school in 1959. 

02-01:12:56 
Bissinger: Fifty-eight to ’59. 

02-01:12:57 
Farrell: Yeah. 

02-01:12:58 
Bissinger: Yeah, so that accounts for it. I was robbed of my bachelor time because I was 

caught up with Mrs. Bissinger, here. 

02-01:13:11 
Farrell: Can you tell me about how you met? 

02-01:13:14 
Bissinger: Okay. My best friend at the time, Bob Bransten, we were east in Cobleskill, 

New York for a wedding for our mutual friend, Donald Pfeifer, from Little 
Rock; P-F-E-I-F-E-R. The night of the wedding, one of the bridesmaids and I 
became very interested in each other. She worked in Manhattan, so she would 
be there the next night before going back to work, so I said we’d get together. 
She took me out to her family’s farm where they bred bulls for reproductive 
purposes. That was a very impressive sight to behold, if you’ve ever been on a 
farm. 

 Anyway, we came down to Manhattan, and Bob’s sister-in-law was Rena 
Bransten. She had been married to Bob’s older brother, John Bransten, who 
prematurely died. [Rena] Bransten had a friend in New York. His wife, Rena, 
who lives just up the street here, she arranged with her friend Andy Namm, N-
A-M-M, for dates for us; Bob and me, and she came as one of the dates and 
brought along Kathy Bissinger—Kathy Bell, at that time. We had our date 
with these girls and they made it clear that they did not think there was much 
to be gained in spending a lot of time with these hicks from California, so they 
had to be back at their apartments by 10:00 or 10:30, which wasn’t the way it 
happened. In any event, Kathy, her friend, and her sister were already booked 
to come out to California just on a vacation. When they got to San Francisco 
we got together, and from there things went very fast, and we were engaged 
ten days later, and married in November. That’s how it happened. 

02-01:16:35 
Farrell: Okay.  
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02-01:16:38 
Bissinger: It was pretty gutsy of Kathy. I mean, on that short notice to pick up your life 

and move everything, your doctor, your dentist, your friends, I mean, all 
these—she had a wonderful job, too. 

02-01:16:58 
Farrell: What was she doing? 

02-01:16:59 
Bissinger: She was at some department of the United Nations. She was in the business 

of—their business was arranging conferences and meetings and things, and 
she loved it. She had a wonderful boss and it was an exciting place to be for 
someone that age, you met a lot of important people. She had to give that up. I 
guess she really wanted to get away from her parents. I don’t know why, but 
I’ve always felt it was more—things are coming out now, with her having to 
take care of me a lot, that some of her—some of these characteristics are 
coming to the fore. She’s a very strong person, and she could be pretty tough, 
which was never an issue for us. So, that’s how that got started. 

02-01:18:08 
Farrell: What was it about her that made you want to get engaged in ten days? I mean, 

there was obviously a strong pull there. 

02-01:18:16 
Bissinger: Well, I said, “So let’s get married.” I said, “Why don’t you come out to San 

Francisco? You get a job and we’ll see how things go?” She said, “No, I don’t 
want to do that.” I said, “I’ve had long-distance romances and they never 
work out. I don’t like that. So we either get married or, bye-bye.” I wasn’t as 
abrupt as that; I’m exaggerating to paint a different picture. She thought about 
it for a while and decided she would come out to San Francisco as a bride, not 
as a job-seeker. My mother and father fell in love with her. She’s a very 
attractive lady, she’s as pretty as can be. And smart; we share a lot of interest. 
Although hers were more of the academic kind. She’s a real student, 
particularly of art history. She’s kept her old papers. She was very serious. 
Skiing or backpacking, that wasn’t so much for her. She [played tennis all of 
her life], and we became very active tennis players. But I’ve always felt it’s 
extraordinary that she would agree to that; to getting married on such short 
notice. 

02-01:20:15 
Farrell: Do you have a sense of what it was like for her to make the transition from 

New York to San Francisco? 

02-01:20:24 
Bissinger: Difficult, because I have a huge family here. There’s always descendants of 

different kinds. A lot of people. My parents put on a big party to introduce her 
to this new world she would inhabit. And my mother said, “And you 
remember Anne and Susan?” I didn’t know. I went away from home when I 
was thirteen years old, at Exeter, and I always had jobs in the summer one 
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way or another. I really was home very little, which—this is another topic, 
which is, how Tom and I worked out our respective lives with each other. But 
it’s a huge community of people. We’d been here for so long in San 
Francisco, it’s a lot of people to get to know, but she handled it very well. 
She’s poised, and she’s a remarkable lady. 

02-01:21:53 
Farrell: Can you tell me a little bit about your wedding? 

02-01:21:58 
Bissinger: Well, it was in New York at The Plaza Hotel, and Kathy’s father made some 

poor business mistakes, and lost a lot of money. It was a real stretch for him to 
put on a rather large event. The thing I read the other—the last session, and 
part of that little thing was who was who and how many they are, coming 
from afar. 

02-01:22:41 
Farrell: You didn’t actually read that on camera. Can you tell me a little bit about that? 

We weren’t recording when you read that. 

02-01:22:47 
Bissinger: Oh. Well I think my father wrote it. I don’t remember exactly. Maybe on our 

bachelor party evening. 

02-01:22:58 
Farrell: It was a poem about getting married. 

02-01:23:02 
Bissinger: Oh yeah. It was really a dig at me for being a butt-insky. You know, what do I 

care about ordering fish knives from Shreve’s? 

02-01:23:23 
Farrell: Because you’re so steeped in San Francisco and your family has such a strong 

presence here, were they okay with you getting married in New York, or they 
didn’t have a say? 

02-01:23:34 
Bissinger: Oh, sure. I mean, people come from all over, even in those days, and this 

wasn’t exactly a group of poverty striven people. The family overall is pretty 
well-off. We’ve always written funny things about people for major 
occasions. There’s always been a little bit of dig somewhere. 

02-01:24:12 
Farrell: Did you and Kathy go on a honeymoon? 

02-01:24:15 
Bissinger: Yeah. Her father was in the hotel business, so he was able to get us good rates, 

and we went [to Jamaica]. I can’t remember where we were, but after a few 
days we felt we wanted to move on and try something else, so we went to 
another island and that wasn’t right, so we got in the car and drove around. 
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Finally we stopped at one place and I was not very good at this sort of thing, 
but we had to leave this new place because there were bedbugs all over the 
place, and Kathy was absolutely in hysterics. Not funny hysterics; terrified of 
all these bugs. I went to the desk and told them we’d left our medicines at the 
other hotel and my wife has a serious condition. We have to go back there. 
We ended up having a good time, but I guess it wasn’t quite as what 
honeymoons are supposed to be. We should have stayed at [Caneel Bay in St. 
John, part of the U.S. Virgin Islands]. 

02-01:25:45 
Farrell: What was it like coming back to San Francisco and getting settled there? 

02-01:25:51 
Bissinger: [Sentence removed by narrator.] We rented a small apartment on Webster and 

[Vallejo], something like that, and it was a tiny place, but you know, we 
should have been—we should have gotten so much more if we had rented in 
one of the less popular parts of the city, but I was too conventional in those 
days to see that as an option. We stuck looking to a relatively small area, and I 
forget how long we stayed there. Then we bought our first house at 140 
Jordan Avenue. 

02-01:27:07 
Farrell: What neighborhood is that in? 

02-01:27:08 
Bissinger: What’s that? 

02-01:27:09 
Farrell: What neighborhood is that in? 

 
02-01:27:12 
Bissinger: Jordan Park. It’s right behind Laurel Village. 

02-01:27:23 
Farrell: Okay.  

02-01:27:27 
Bissinger: And that—I mean, remember steaming, scraping all the old, what do you call 

it, wallpaper. We didn’t have any money in those days. 

02-01:27:47 
Farrell: What year was it when your first son, Stephen was born? 

02-01:27:57 
Bissinger: Kathy had several miscarriages, and Stephen was born on April 9. 1964.  

02-01:28:39 
Farrell: What was it like for you to start a family? 
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02-01:28:42 
Bissinger: Well, it was very exciting, and you know, we—but of course we had Stephen, 

and then Kathy had more miscarriages, which held up the process. And then 
came along David, and he died at age thirteen months. I’ve got some pictures. 
Oh, here are these. There’s a couple of them I want you to read now. 

02-01:29:26 
Farrell: Okay. I need to just pause because I have to disconnect. Or, do you want to do 

it after, or do you want to do it now? 

02-01:29:35 
Bissinger: It’s on my mind, so. 

02-01:29:36 
Farrell: Okay. Let me—[audio interruption] 

02-01:29:38 
Farrell: Okay, we are back on. 

02-01:29:41 
Bissinger: Where are we? 

02-01:29:42 
Farrell: We were talking about your first apartment and starting a family. 

02-01:29:46 
Bissinger: Ah. Well, miscarriages, Stephen came, miscarriages, David came. When you 

miscarry, [Kathy’s doctor] said, “It’s your mother. She makes you too nervous 
and aggravated. She can’t be here.” Kathy had a tough time. She had to tell 
her mother to stay away. But I think that is—what really—it was just two 
people that clashed. But then we lost David but then we had Matthew [on 
March 23, 1970], and we feel very fortunate that we have two, wonderful, 
healthy kids. They’re not kids anymore. And you know, we can’t dictate what 
happens to us throughout our life, so it’s just the way things were. 

02-01:31:02 
Farrell: Were you happy to be able to raise children in San Francisco where you grew 

up? 

02-01:31:08 
Bissinger: Oh yeah. 

02-01:31:12 
Farrell: Can you tell me a little bit about both of your sons, and I guess, some things 

about them that stand out to you? Even when they were little, now, just in 
general? 

02-01:31:22 
Bissinger: [He went to Town School from kindergarten through eighth grade and did 

four years of University High School.] He just loved music, his guitar, and he 
would just play his guitar for hours and hours and hours. On his own he found 
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a way to learn some music theory. [He went to] Colorado College, which is 
wonderful. [The system worked for him there.] 

02-01:33:03 
Farrell: Which system? 

02-01:33:08 
Bissinger: The system where you take one course at a time. If you’re taking history of 

United States, for two and a half weeks, that’s all you study. [Colorado 
College was perfect for him.] His sophomore year at Colorado College, he 
declared as a music major, instantly became cum laude, Dean’s List, suma—
everything. He got a merit scholarship to Mills College for graduate school, 
and it’s a marvelous outcome. [He does sound design for a living,] which is 
producing the sound effects for movies and television, and he’s done very 
well, he’s very highly regarded. He works almost exclusively up at 
Skywalker. 

02-01:35:04 
Farrell: Wow. 

02-01:35:07 
Bissinger: Well, there’s more and more I could tell you about him. He married the 

perfect girl, Taara. She can deal with his idiosyncrasies. They have between 
them ]two children and our grandchild, Hannah]. She has a sixteen-year-old 
daughter by a previous marriage, who next year will be going to college. We 
have that routine. Taara has just recently retired from a job that’s called 
GirlVentures, or something like that. It’s a program that works with young 
girls, like twelve to seventeen or sixteen, which I guess is a difficult time for 
many girls. It’s kind of an outward bound—they do hikes and rock climbing 
and adventurous things. It’s all designed to give them self-confidence, 
leadership ability, poise. She’s now got a job. I don’t know what it is, but it’s 
a consulting job and she’s making more—she’s working less hard and making 
more money than before, so she’s very happy about that. She comes from the 
East Coast and a nice thing she’s bringing to the family is, she’s much more 
religious than we are. She’s Jewish.  

 Matthew then is six years younger.. He finally went to Sarah Lawrence, which 
is one good thing. [He was very quiet as a child.] He keeps things to himself. 
He was, for many years, the development officer for non-profits. He worked 
for the opera, Smuin Ballet, a number of Jewish community centers. He had 
all that proof that he knows everybody in San Francisco. [When we would 
meet for the first time, they would say, “You must be Matthew Bissinger’s 
father.” When I was growing up, people would say to me, “You must be Paul 
Bissinger’s son.”] Matthew, he always loved the retail business, so he had a 
store on Sacramento Street, uptown there, for a while, but that was—there’s 
no foot traffic there. He signed a lease down in Hayes Valley, right behind the 
Symphony. You know where the Hayes Street Grill is? 
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02-01:38:55 
Farrell: Yeah. 

02-01:38:56 
Bissinger: It’s about five store doors from that. 

02-01:39:00 
Farrell: What’s the name of it? 

02-01:39:07 
Bissinger: Maker & Moss. It’s an interesting name. I have great respect for him. [Both of 

my sons are smart.] Matthew’s also gay, which interestingly was no big deal 
for us when we confirmed what we’d known for some few years. Everybody 
in San Francisco knows him and loves him. He’s got a very thoughtful manner 
and has been an enormous support for Kathy in all the remodeling we’ve been 
doing. He knows all the—where to go to buy this, to buy that. He’s here, he’s 
there. He’s traveled a lot. He’s a great kid. Both are. 

02-01:41:05 
Farrell: I’m running a little bit short on time, and I’m wondering if maybe this is a 

good place to stop for today, and next time we’ll pick up on your career, and 
we’ll talk more about the Asian Art Museum. Do you want to add anything 
else about what we’ve talked about today? 

02-01:41:32 
Bissinger: No. I think what we’ve tried to cover, we did cover pretty well. 

02-01:41:36 
Farrell: Okay. 

02-01:41:37 
Bissinger: I’m sure there’ll be some things that come to mind. 

02-01:41:40 
Farrell: Absolutely. 

02-01:41:40 
Bissinger: I’m a little tired because we’ve been out every night this week. 

02-01:41:45 
Farrell: Okay. That’s totally understandable. So then, we’ll stop here today, and then 

we’ll pick up with you joining the family business, next time. 

02-01:41:51 
Bissinger:       Okay. 

02-01:41:51 
Farrell: All right. Thank you. 
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Interview 3: May 12, 2017 

03-00:00:00 
Farrell: This is Shanna Farrell with Paul Bissinger on Friday, March 12, 2017. We’re 

in San Francisco, California and this is our third  session. Paul, when we were 
talking last time, we were discussing a little bit about your time in the Navy. I 
understand that [your ship visited] the Shimoda Port, and there’s a story about 
that. Can you share that with me? 

03-00:00:27 
Bissinger: Yes, I can. It was one of the more illustrious adventure I had in Japan during 

the time I was able to be off the ship. Every couple of years, Shimoda is used 
to celebrate the arrival in Japan of Commodore Perry, and I was designated to 
Townsend’s [ship]—to take three or four hundred gallons of ice cream to 
[Ambassador MacArthur], I guess. That was a very important assignment. 

 Then a storm came up, and the ship’s officers instructed me to remain on 
shore. I booked into a Japanese inn, hopped into the men’s bath, much to the 
men’s consternation, and had a nice dinner. The next morning I woke to find 
that I was refereeing a Judo demonstration. That was very glamorous. But I 
learned a lot about Shimoda. Commodore Perry selected a gentleman 
named—can you help me? 

03-00:02:06 
Farrell: Yes. Townsend Harris?iv  

03-00:02:08 
Bissinger: Townsend Harris was appointed the first trade commissioner, or whatever the 

title was, for the United States in Japan. He took up with a young [Japanese] 
lady who was engaged to a carpenter, but Townsend nonetheless had her 
brought up the hill, we’re told, weeping copiously, and she was in a cage. 
Well of course he got her pregnant, and then he had to go back to the United 
States. She was left destitute and tried working as a geisha. 

[Section removed by narrator.] 

03-00:03:33 
Bissinger: Sagami tried everything and eventually she committed suicide by jumping 

into the bay, which hereafter was named the Bay of Shimoda. And if that ain’t 
a starter for Madame Butterfly, you tell me.v 

03-00:03:56 
Farrell: When you were in Japan at that point, was there a sense of that history there, 

or is this something that you found out later? 

03-00:04:05 
Bissinger: Victory? 
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03-00:04:07 
Farrell: When you were in Japan, did you have a sense [the Shimoda-Townsend 

history], because this happened in the 1860s? 

03-00:04:13 
Bissinger: Yeah. 

03-00:04:13 
Farrell: Did you have a sense of that history when you were there, or is that something 

that you found out when you returned to the United States? 

03-00:04:21 
Bissinger: [Both—I read many books and travel guides.] I met nothing but friendliness 

on the part of the Japanese. Wherever I went, school kids would want to take 
me around, show me the sights, maybe I’d buy them lunch. And the hostility? 
No, not like in Vietnam, which is a different environment.  

Because family had some business interests in Japan, some of the trade 
companies took me out to lunch. There’s a family named Nozaki, who we had 
known for a long, long time. [Tom Nozaki] was a year or two older than me 
and he was enrolled at UC [Berkeley]. We got together a few times [at his 
family’s home, which had a beautiful garden]. A very nice guy. I have a 
picture somewhere, if I could find it, of his mother and father all dressed up in 
their finest outfits, preparing to go to be presented to the Emperor. [Another 
important trip was cruising] down the inland sea to Hiroshima, and that was in 
1957 or ‘58. Not a pretty sight. A very sobering experience. So, if I sat here 
another hour maybe I could think of other adventures, but that is the best one 
I’ve retained in my memory. 

03-00:06:19 
Farrell: Well we’ll certainly talk a little bit more about your travels to Japan when we 

get to Asian Art, but I’m going to pause for one second and fix your 
microphone— [audio interruption] 

03-00:06:29 
Farrell: Okay, now we’re back. 

03-00:06:31 
Bissinger: Before leaving Japan, I must show you a very faded article from the Stars and 

Stripes, dated May 21, 1958. You can’t see it very well, but this is me greeting 
Japanese visitors onboard our ship, the U.S.S. Hornet, aircraft carrier. Not too 
many people have their picture in Stars and Stripes. So that was illustrious. 
All in all Japan was just a magical place for me. 

03-00:07:11 
Farrell: I want to talk a little bit about your professional life. Can you tell me what 

your first job was after you were out of the navy? I know you went back to 
school, but then I guess after that, what was your first job?  
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03-00:07:27 
Bissinger: My first job was with [the family business and then I went to] an investment 

banking firm named J. Barth & Company; B-A-R-T-H. The principle partners 
were Mick Hellman, who is a descendent of the Hellmann family, and Bobby 
Sinton, whose two brothers married my mother’s two sisters. This was kind of 
a cozy arrangement, and that probably factored into why I elected to go there; 
it was a more comfortable arrangement. I don’t remember the sequence 
exactly, how many days or months or weeks or years, but I didn’t stay there 
very long, and I went into the family business. That very quickly evaporated 
as being interesting. Of course I had my grandfather, my father, my cousin 
Bob Bloch—my first cousin—and there was really nothing for me to do. I 
added up numbers that had already been added up. I left and I don’t know—I 
can’t remember if J. Barth was still alive, because it did eventually sell out to 
Dean Witter. I was there for quite a spell.  

J. Barth—or, Dean Witter, I can’t remember which—I think it was maybe J. 
Barth—sent me back to New York for three or four months to be trained. My 
interest was not in being a broker and just selling whatever the house had to 
offer that day; I liked to know more about these companies. I would dig into 
the figure myself and where possible, visit the company and meet the 
management. I was kind of a half broker, half analyst and not too spectacular 
at either. 

 But those were interesting days. Claude Rosenberg, Rosenberg Capital 
Management, that’s where he got his start. John Leland was a classmate of 
mine at Stanford, and I think as far as I know, it was a very good firm. At 
some point, maybe it was when my grandfather died at age eighty-nine I 
guess, in 1969. 

When my grandfather died, I figured arrogantly that I was the boy genius who 
was going to restore the family business out of its slump, which was, as far as 
I could tell, irreversible. It was the confluence of many factors. Do you want 
me to go into that? 

03-00:11:00 
Farrell: Sure. Yeah. 

03-00:10:59 
Bissinger: Well, okay. In our hide business—hides and calfskins and so forth—the 

traditional practice was that the meatpacker would take the hide fresh off the 
kill floor and toss it in the basement, in the cellar with the flesh off, and cover 
it with rock salt. Then, a month later, the hides would be cured. In other 
words, there’d be no further decay. They’d be stable. When we had a railroad 
car full, or whatever quantity somebody wanted, we’d sell them. We did a big 
business with the main meatpackers; Swift, Armor, Cudahy, so forth, and the 
big tanners who made leather. Depending on what kind of leather they were 
making, they needed a particular type of hide. So, your dressy, upper-leather 
was probably made from a heifer hide. In other words, an animal who never 
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had an offspring. Your sole leather would be from a bull hide. There were, 
you know, many different tanners and many different uses. 

 So, what was happening in the ‘50s and ‘60s was that refrigerated transport 
became feasible, and so, it was cheaper to ship a fully dressed side of the 
animal in a refrigerated truck or railroad car, it was cheaper to ship it that way 
than to ship a whole animal alive, and they get banged around and bruised and 
lose weight. So that was happening.  

 Also, this led to the creation of feed lots, where the animals were absolutely 
cookie cutter identical and that means that Mitsubishi could go directly to 
Tanner-X and say, “I’ll buy your hides for the month of August at X price,” 
and so they never had to warehouse the hides like we did. We had so much 
more cost in our operation than these big meatpackers. 

 Then the local meatpackers found that they could take the hides directly from 
the meatpacker every day. There was a tanner, [AK Salz], in Santa Cruz, there 
was [Legallet in Hunter’s Point,] one in South San Francisco, Manasse-Block 
in Berkeley, and so forth. They would get these cement trucks and they’d put 
a very dense, brine solution in them, and drive down the highway with the 
hides being cured overnight, or that same day. We were becoming less and 
less competitive. We had high occupancy costs, labor costs, and all of this.  

The trend was not our friend. I kind of sensed that but I didn’t know what to 
do with it. One thing I thought of but never carried out was to make a business 
out of the shipping containers that were—because the hides were so 
obnoxious, they had to have their own shipping containers. I poked around a 
little bit and found it wasn’t really feasible for me, and there was no support in 
the office, so I dropped that. That’s where things were at when I got involved. 

03-00:15:53 
Farrell: I have a couple of questions about that. You were talking about how there are 

different types of hides? What is the difference in hides? Like, a heifer that 
hasn’t had any calves, and one that has? 

 

 
03-00:16:12 
Bissinger: Well, the more useable leather, the greater the price. A heifer hide has never 

been branded, so that makes it a little more valuable. Also, the thickness of the 
hide would be uniform because it hadn't had a baby. Those are the main 
differences. 

03-00:16:33 
Farrell: Okay. Was there also a difference in size as well? Because you were talking 

about bull hides. 
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03-00:16:39 
Bissinger: Well, yeah. How shall I put this? A typical carload to International Shoe 

Company would be a carload of heifer hides, with no more than one brand, 
weighing between forty-five and sixty pounds, with a fifty pound average. In 
Japan, they loved not just the dairy cows, which they liked a lot, but they liked 
particularly the black and white ones. So, we’d make up a shipment to Japan 
of dairy cow hides, no more than—or at least eighty percent black and white.  

[We also collected and sold to tanners,] anything that walked down the street; 
a deer skin or a bear skin. Whatever. That was the hide business. The wool 
business was also a very old fashioned business. Thousands of sheep used to 
die over the winter months because they froze to death or they can’t get to any 
food, and the farmers would skin the pelt, toss it over the fence, and then in 
the spring we’d collect them all. Thousands of them. We brought them into 
the warehouse. We had two warehouses for wool; one in Vancouver, British 
Columbia, and one in Troutdale, outside of Portland. We had men actually 
with a wooden horse, pulling the wool out by hand. It got graded into more 
different grades, they’d toss it into a barrel according to the kinkiness, the 
stains from tar, [poop,] and so forth. That was my grandfather’s favorite 
business because, once wool is pulled and dry and bundled, they would keep 
forever. It was my grandfather’s great speculation to wait for months and 
maybe even a few years, for the market to have a little spike, and then he’d 
sell his wool. He figured he made a profit, but he wasn’t accounting that we 
had to take into our cost structure, the cost of buying and warehousing the 
hides in Salt Lake City and Spokane and everywhere there were large sheep 
populations.  

 Lastly, we had a tallow business which was called my father’s [delusion]. In 
any event, tallow is really a smelly business, because that’s cooking up 
everything that once walked or crawled. Visiting them was not great. But we 
had—in Seattle, Vancouver, British Columbia—warehouses originally were 
out of town because of the obnoxiousness. When we sold the business, it came 
to be my responsibility to get rid of all the real estate. The rendering plant in 
Troutsdale, I got a pretty good price on that because it had one great asset; 
namely, the right to operate in that location. They had a permit.  

 And horsetails—to show everything got used. There was a guy in South San 
Francisco who was buying them, and I went down to see what he was doing 
with them. He was cleaning them up and then he had some people braiding 
them and putting them in these big steamers. What came out the other end was 
curly, kinky material, and they’d stamp that with a form, and it became 
packaging material for the hi-tech business, which in those days was mostly 
vacuum tubes. That was our hi-tech department. 

03-00:21:56 
Farrell: Who were some of your accounts? Who did you sell to? 
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03-00:22:01 
Bissinger: Oh, I can’t remember. There was a tanner, Legallet, which is south in 

Hunter’s Point. Actually, we owned a piece of that business, that tannery, at 
one time. Poetsch & Peterson [for bull hides], who was down in South San 
Francisco; A. K. Salz in Santa Cruz; Manasse-Block in Berkeley. [We sold 
sheep pelts to Pendleton Woolen Mills.] That was pretty much the local group. 
But we’d sell to International Shoe and all the big tanners in Milwaukee. We 
were considered to be a very reputable, honorable firm, and we stood by our 
contracts. It was a lot of pride in doing the right thing and keeping our tanners 
happy. [It really was a Jewish family business. We worked with dealers who 
sold to Japan, primarily, but also to Mexico, Russia, India, and Amsterdam.] 

03-00:23:16 
Farrell: You also mentioned that refrigerator transport started, and you mentioned a 

little bit about how it changed things. How did it change the tanning business?  

03-00:23:31 
Bissinger: Well, it would change the [cost. You put a live animal] in a railroad car, from 

Milwaukee to wherever—Kansas—to San Francisco, or Sacramento or 
someplace, and the animal would be banged up, bruised, and the meat from a 
bruised area wouldn’t sell for as much. On the other hand, to kill the animal, 
to cut up the 400 odd pounds of pure [beef] would sell for—you can see the 
economics. A thousand pound animal live is worth less per pound than four or 
five hundred pounds of pure beef. 

03-00:25:01 
Farrell: Did the centers of the tanning business change after refrigerated transport 

started?  

03-00:25:07 
Bissinger: You know, I was in the business so short, I can’t tell you much information 

about some of these areas. More and more cattle were in feed lots [in the 
Midwest because the land was cheaper than California], and they’re a uniform 
standard, and few of them live just roaming wild.  

03-00:25:44 
Farrell: Can you tell me a little bit about when the family business sold to Beggs & 

Cobb? 

 
 
03-00:25:51 
Bissinger: Well, in 1966 my grandfather died, so that made my father president of the 

business, and he had never liked the business. He really didn’t. He got his 
rewards and they were lavish awards; he was police commission, navy league, 
junior chamber of commerce, senior chamber of commerce, board of United 
Airlines, board of Wells-Fargo. He had a huge following around town. People 
loved him. He had a big smile and he just loved people. He didn’t love the 
business. 
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Shortly after my grandfather died, he developed a cancer, which was in the 
early days of radiation, and that was successful. But, the radiation was very 
hard on him. His cheery outlook didn’t hold up that well. So, in 1969, three 
years after my grandfather died, he died, my father. At the time, he was at the 
annual leather show in Paris, France. Then they went to England and he had a 
stroke in the middle of the night at Claridge's. I can tell you that, if you have 
to have a stroke, Claridge's is the place to do it. The most elegant hotel in 
London.  

My sister and I flew over to be with my mother, and he lived for a few weeks. 
There was one nurse who seemed to get more response from him than 
anybody else. We came in one day and she said, “That ring you’re wearing. 
Your father bought it in Italy, is that right?” He blinked or did whatever. 
Somehow she’d gotten that information out of him. She’d drag him out of bed 
and put him in a chair. We arranged for her to come home with us and be his 
nurse, but he died and so, that didn’t happen.  

But even his royal status held up from there; the day we flew back, [United 
Airlines] came to get us [because my father was on their board]. We left our 
suitcases, got in a van, they took us to the airport, put us in a private room. 
When it’s getting time to load, they put us in first class. When we got to San 
Francisco, you know when you exit the plane there’s some stairs that goes 
down to the tarmac? We went down the stairs, they put us in the limousine, 
police escort. We came home. Eventually the suitcases turned up. We never 
signed anything or whatever you’re supposed to do to get on an international 
flight. [At his funeral at] Temple Emanuel it was standing room only because 
all the policemen were there. Everybody was there. He obviously got his 
psychic rewards from his public life, rather than his business life. 

03-00:30:22 
Farrell: Can you tell me about how things changed at Bissinger & Co. after that? 

03-00:30:27 
Bissinger: Well, my cousin, Bob Bloch, didn’t want to work for anybody else, so he left 

and developed an excellent investment business on his own. He was 
legendary, kind of a Warren Buffet kind of person. Made a lot of money for a 
lot of people. [The buyers, Beggs & Cobb,] made me the president, and that 
was the first sign that they had no idea what they were doing. That went on for 
about a year, and the relationship was impossible, because we were a 
commodity trading business and we were reporting to a manufacturing 
business who made leather. They were in turn owned by a finance company. 
Nobody understood the other person’s business, and it was a disaster. That 
was terminated. But it turned out the only thing they really wanted was our 
two warehouses in Los Angeles, and everything else was ours. [During that 
year, I was required to terminate employees who had worked for my 
grandfather and my father for their entire business careers, some in the 1970s 
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and even 1980s. This was devastating to me. It caused me a great deal of pain 
and distress.] 

It took me a couple years to sell these warehouses and an office building. It 
was a bad time in real estate. Real estate values were bad, but I did what I was 
required to do by his will, which was to see that my mother continued to live 
in the style to which she was accustomed. [And she did,] thanks to yours truly.  

Through all of this, when my grandfather died he had never made any estate 
planning measures, and so, nothing really was left to my father other than 
stock in Bissinger—the remnant of Bissinger & Company. When my father 
died, pretty much the same, and by then the company had decreased in value 
so that we really didn’t get much out of the sale. I take a lot of pride and 
pleasure in that [I enabled my mother to live in the manner to which she was 
accustomed], because keeping her spending under control was not always 
easy. She was so involved with the Asian art world, and everything that came 
along she wanted to buy. [I had to tell her,] “No, you can’t buy that.” [She 
always took my advice.] 

03-00:33:29 
Farrell: What was that like for you, trying to help her out with being the executor of 

the estate? 

03-00:33:34 
Bissinger: It was okay. She was terrific. Everything I recommended, she did. Everything. 

She never said no. Of course, I had lawyers and accountants and people 
helping me, so I think my strategies were pretty much correct. [Nonetheless, I 
was astonished one afternoon when she told me, with great emotion, that she 
loved me. It was highly unusual in our family to express our emotions. I was 
very moved.] 

03-00:33:58 
Farrell: Do you remember what your strategies were? 

03-00:34:03 
Bissinger: To find somebody to buy these places [in order to generate cash flow]. There 

was one place in the Rocky Mountain state— maybe it was Spokane. I don’t 
remember—which I sold for a dollar. It turned out that it was on land leased 
from the railroad and we had to pay rent and insurance every year, and it 
hadn’t been used for twenty years. The [land sloped and the] lease specified 
that if it burned down or we neglected it, we had to clean up the site. So it was 
more of a liability than an asset. We sold it for a dollar. 

03-00:34:54 
Farrell: What else was your role as president like? 

03-00:35:02 
Bissinger: Well they pretty much left me alone, because they didn’t know anything. Then 

of course. Most of these tanners and meatpackers had deep, deep loyalties to 
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my grandfather. I mean, some of these people who I had to fire over the 
course of a year were in their seventies and eighties, and worked for us 
forever. My grandfather would always say [to these employees], “Young man, 
you can work as long as you want, or you can work for all of your life,” you 
know, promises like that. We had some lawsuits to settle those painful 
situations. 

03-00:35:53 
Farrell: Did that affect the way that you felt about working at the family business 

because you were left with that responsibility? 

03-00:36:07 
Bissinger: [To say that it was a painful process was an understatement about having to do 

this. In terms of selling the real estate,] I’m kind of a numbers person, myself, 
and I did enjoy working things out. Everybody got pretty much what they 
wanted. I learned a lot about real estate. Of course, the laws regarding real 
estate transactions in Vancouver, British Columbia were different than in San 
Francisco.  

 Now, the one thing we did do of note in the mid-‘60s, was our warehouse and 
office in San Francisco, which had been a Swift warehouse in the produce 
district, was redeveloped [on Davis and Pacific]. We had to go somewhere. 
We built a new warehouse up in Woodland, California. It was the first facility 
built [in the United States since the Depression days,] specifically for the 
processing of cattle hides. It was a Rube Goldberg operation, just like these 
cement trucks. We had these enormous tanks, maybe 100 feet by 200 feet, and 
the hides would be fed into this metal tube that had holes in it, and wooden 
pegs, and that would be tossed into the soup. I would go around all night and 
the next day we had hides ready to sell. People came from all over the country 
to see this new way of doing things. Whether it paid off, I don’t know. 

03-00:38:14 
Farrell: How long were you president of the company for? 

03-00:38:16  
Bissinger: Oh, it was around about a year. 

03-00:38:18 
Farrell: A year. Okay. 

 
03-00:38:20 
Bissinger: We sized each other up perfectly well. 

03-00:38:24 
Farrell: What was it like for you to walk away from the business? 

03-00:38:32 
Bissinger: Well it wasn’t any one particular time, because these different transactions 

were not all at one time; they were here and there. But by then I thought I was 
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the smartest real estate guy in the world, if not the universe, and I thought my 
future lay in doing mega deals and making mega money, and I found that—
like Mr. Trump has found—it’s more complicated than you think.  

I joined up with a guy named Peter Maier, M-A-I-E-R, who was an old time 
friend and brilliant guy, who was a tax attorney and investment smart guy. He 
wanted to be all things to do with money and investments. He did quite well. 
He had a terrific following. Very complicated deals. So, I joined him, but I 
didn’t know about how to buy a 200 unit apartment building. We brought into 
the firm a couple of guys; Gene Whitmeyer and Donald, who were very 
experienced at buying and managing large apartment buildings, or whatever. 
What we were offering—at that time, the big thing was five years prepaid 
interest, which was legal. That created enormous tax deductions in the year 
you buy the thing, but it’s painful in the end because you have to pay those 
taxes that you’ve been deferring. We prided ourselves that our deals didn’t 
have that negative tax aspect.  

They were very good real estate guys, and my role became more and more, 
just raising money. Again, just like J. Barth & Company, where I wanted to 
know more about these deals. I wanted to have my hands in the mix. 
Eventually I left Peter Maier and I decided I would be an all things to all 
people investment person. Kind of like, your home office; so I would take 
over paying your bills, talking to your tax attorney, talking to your accountant. 
Not being one, but being the conduit for recommendations to the client and 
managing [these relationships]. Pretty much whatever people wanted. But my 
problem was that my connections were with people like the Haases and the 
Hellmans, who already had their own home offices, and they didn’t need Paul 
Bissinger. That wasn’t working very well, but then I did do a few deals [on 
my own].  

I bought a warehouse in Sacramento that another person desperately wanted. I 
sold it to them with a double escrow, and that was profitable. I bought two gas 
station sites in the San Jose area, and within a year or two both of these—
Union Oil and Standard or Mobile or some other—decided they wanted to buy 
these properties back, the land. It was very profitable. When I bought them, 
these two parcels, I put them in the names of our kids and my sister and 
brother’s kids, so that all got divided up and it was quite a good chunk of 
money for them. I did other deals, including buying a piece of a shopping 
center in Sparks, Nevada, and that one I syndicated. It turned out to be a very 
good investment. I sold it a couple of years ago. It wasn’t bad. [It was a small 
deal as these things go, but I enjoyed the process.] 

03-00:44:04 
Farrell: How did you know what properties to buy or where to invest? 
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03-00:44:10 
Bissinger: Well, as I say, I’m kind of a numbers person, and if you’re paying attention 

you can kind of pick up where the market is, and something eventually either 
looks good enough to buy or not good enough to buy, or good enough to buy 
if you can get it a lot cheaper. 

03-00:44:36 
Farrell: I’ve never heard of Sparks, Nevada, so I’m wondering how that was on your 

radar. 

03-00:44:47 
Bissinger: Well, it actually came to me through a tennis friend, who was a lawyer at 

Heller, Ehrman, White, & McAuliffe. There was one developer and every 
year in December they sold one of their pieces that were still in the process of 
developing, not ready to sign up tenants and such. They were willing to sell it 
at a discount because they wanted to get rid of it so they could get their 
bonuses for the year. I guess I was in the bonus enhancing business, and we 
did two or three deals with them through their lawyer. It got to be fun because, 
it was so easy because everybody was so compliant and nobody was trying to 
pull any stunts. There [were several more] deals over the next few years. 

 I guess at that point is when I decided that my real love was the stock market. 
That gets into the next phase. I set up shop and I didn’t have a name, so I just 
called it Paul Bissinger, and I started getting a few clients, and we grew. It got 
to a point where most of the clients had pretty good results, and so it was 
going along quite well. 

03-00:46:40 
Farrell: How did you grow your client base in those early days? 

03-00:46:43 
Bissinger: Word of mouth. I don’t think there’s any other better way. The quality of the 

clients you get, I mean, they’re predisposed to trust you, and I was so 
meticulously careful. Anything I bought for my clients, I’d buy for myself, but 
myself would come last after everybody else was taken care of. I reported 
everything. That was rewarding. I really enjoyed that. 

03-00:47:25 
Farrell: Can you tell me a little bit more about why you found that rewarding? 

03-00:47:29 
Bissinger: Why I found that rewarding? Well first of all, it was something I knew. The 

kind of information you need to make a decision was available, and you could 
make a few phone calls and find out a lot of things. For example, Fireman’s 
Fund, I thought were a bunch of crooks. It was a very complicated situation. 
Early in the century they had bought a lot of stocks at high prices, which then 
went through bankruptcy [in the Depression[. Now they might have on their 
books X amount of [a] stock [selling] at twenty-five cents a share, or whatever 
the valuation was in bankruptcy. Let me see if I can get this [story straight]. 
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One way or another, their tax loss offset the gain they were making in selling 
it, at a price that had recovered so much of its value. It was my position that, 
other than their life insurance business, it was really a pile of junk. They had 
an airline, they had this, they had that, a property insurance business which 
wasn’t really very good. I thought it was a crummy business, and the president 
of Fireman’s Fund called me over to his office several times to chew me out, 
which was not very comfortable, but it was part of what you do. 

03-00:49:48 
Farrell: Probably made you feel like you were doing something right if you’re going 

to ruffle some feathers. 

03-00:49:52 
Bissinger: Yeah. 

03-00:49:53 
Farrell: Were they based in San Francisco? 

03-00:49:54 
Bissinger: Yeah. 

[Section removed by narrator.] 

03-00:51:15 
Farrell: You also wrote a newsletter at the end of every year that went out to about 

several hundred people. Can you tell me a little bit about the genesis of those 
newsletters? 

03-00:51:23 
Bissinger: Well, I’m a great one for accumulating information, which I never can find 

when I need it, but when I do I always pick two or three topics that might be 
of interest from an investment point of view. Then at the end of the year, I 
would look over what my ideas were and pick one or two to write about. I 
would write these newsletters discussing, not so much the prospects for these 
stocks, but just what’s going on in the world. I was kind of a contrarian, 
probably wrong as much as right. But I liked to write and it was fun, and each 
one had attached to it a cartoon or several cartoons, illustrating what I was 
talking about. That was fun. I don't think I ever got a client out of it, but I 
enjoyed doing that and people did say, “I enjoyed reading your newsletter.”vi  

03-00:52:46 
Farrell: Where would you get the cartoons from? 

03-00:52:49 
Bissinger: Anywhere. Magazines, newspapers, bulletins. 

03-00:52:59 
Farrell: Did you have that business until you retired, or what was the trajectory with 

the business? 
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03-00:53:08 
Bissinger: Well, as you may recall, the stock market was climbing to dizzying heights all 

through the latter part of the 1960s—80s. I just was paralyzed in making 
decisions, because everything was out of sight. I didn’t understand paying 100 
times earnings for a stock, or 100 times sales and no sales. I’ll never forget, I 
was fishing up in Northern California, and there were a couple of kids—a boy 
and girl—and they each had a techie business; one was anything you wanted 
to know about oceans. I said to them, “Well that sounds really interesting. 
How are the sales? Are you bringing in any revenue?” They looked at me 
blank; sales? Revenues? They didn’t know the word. That was going on, so 
December 30, at the end of the year, I just closed up shop, and helped clients 
the best I could to find a new home, and I don’t have a bit of regrets, looking 
back. 

03-00:54:52 
Farrell: How did you go about finding good homes or good matches for some of your 

clients? 

03-00:54:58 
Bissinger: Well, they’d pretty much be people I already knew. I would say exclusively 

people I already knew. 

03-00:55:05 
Farrell: Okay. Were there other people in San Francisco doing the same thing? 

03-00:55:10 
Bissinger: Oh yeah. My cousin, Bob Bloch, was the smartest of them all. He had a novel 

way of billing people. Most of us were taking a percentage of the asset value, 
so it might be half a percent or—depending whether it was bonds or stocks, or 
whatever was fair. But Bob would study a portfolio. He’d review the portfolio 
and he would write out in handwriting a lengthy recital of what he thought the 
client might consider doing. He never bought a stock for a client; he just did 
that. He couldn’t—I mean, obviously he didn’t need the money, which he 
didn’t. [Section removed by narrator.] He was very shrewd. He was very 
smart. I just admire the guy. He died not long ago, and everybody feels we 
lost one of the bright stars in the Warren Buffet type environment. 

03-00:57:28 
Farrell: Aside from him, did you have a professional network of people that you were 

kind of consulting about things, or talking to about trends or client relations? 

03-00:57:42 
Bissinger: Oh yeah, but not on a formal way. I didn’t have a monthly meeting with 

somebody or whatever. Not a structured way. I probably should have spent 
more time having lunch with people who were smarter than me, and I could 
have benefitted by that.vii 

03-00:58:17 
Farrell: You were your mother’s estate executor. Were you helping other people as 

estate executors later? 
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03-00:58:30 
Bissinger: No. Nobody ever came and asked me to do that. 

03-00:58:34 
Farrell: Okay. For some reason I thought—I misremembered. 

03-00:58:38 
Bissinger: Well I was in an awkward position on this, my mother’s estate, because my 

brother and sister were back East, so I was the only one on the spot. I was her 
personal advisor and financial manager. I was the trustee, I was the custodian. 
I had all these hats that I was wearing, and it made me hyper careful that 
everybody got exactly what they were entitled to. If they wanted a little bit 
more—“I really wanted that lamp”—take it. 

03-00:59:25 
Farrell: Around the time I guess in the ‘80s and ‘90s, there’s a lot happening in San 

Francisco in terms of the tech bubble. How did you see that affect business? 

03-00:59:38 
Bissinger: Well, it affected business in that my results for my clients were getting worse 

and worse and worse because everybody was making so much money riding 
this wave, and I wasn’t even at the water’s edge. I just couldn’t—companies 
had businesses I totally didn’t understand. One of my cardinal rules; I don’t 
buy things that I don’t understand. 

03-01:00:10 
Farrell: That’s a good rule. 

03-01:00:12 
Bissinger: For me it was. 

03-01:00:13 
Farrell: Did you retire after you closed shop, or did you go into another avenue? 

03-01:00:20 
Bissinger: No, that was it. That was it. 

03-01:00:26 
Farrell: What were some of the highlights or the accomplishments you were most 

proud of during that period, in your professional life? 

03-01:00:35 
Bissinger: I’m a little bit like my father in that, the rewards, just the psychic rewards 

from my business didn’t measure up to the real deep, deep pleasure I got out 
of the community things that I was involved in. The principle ones were Big 
Brothers, which I was chairman of that board for a number of years, and under 
my regime I think we expanded Big Brother services into two of the adjoining 
counties, probably Marin and the peninsula. There was a breakfast club called 
the Economic Round Table of San Francisco. I was president of that for a 
little while. Music was always in the forefront. I just loved going to operas 
and symphonies, and chamber music. I loved being involved, and the people, I 
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liked the people. I mean, real musicians who were players in the San 
Francisco symphony who coached our kids. I loved getting to know them and 
what the musician’s life is like. Everything about music, and so they put me 
on the board of the Symphony and gave me this awesome job of starting up a 
youth orchestra program. 

03-01:02:31 
Farrell: Before you get too far in that, we’re going to spend the whole next session 

talking about that, because we are starting to run a little bit short on time. But 
I’m wondering if you could tell me a little bit more about your time as 
president of the Economic Round Table. 

03-01:02:49 
Bissinger: Well, originally all the members had to each year, or at some interval, give a 

talk of their own. It wasn’t just outside people. The job of the president is to 
make sure every week there’s somebody who’s got something interesting to 
talk about. It was very informal. Never a big deal around town. There were 
nice people, interesting people, and we had some very accomplished people 
from time to time. 

[Section removed by narrator.] 

03-01:05:25 
Bissinger: I was [on the board of directors and] the education chairman at San Francisco 

Performances, which I loved doing. Melanie Smith took over as president 
from Ruth Felt [when Ruth retired]. She was the chairman of the education 
part [of the organization], so I know her real well. At one time or another I 
was helping fundraising for the Conservatory and San Francisco Classical 
Voice, and you know, all kinds of musical organizations where I could lend 
my name and invite somebody to a performance or do something to help the 
organization.  

03-01:06:23 
Farrell: Yeah, and I want to spend our time talking about all of this next week, 

because I don’t want to short-change any of that conversation. But I guess my 
last question for you today before we wrap up is, I guess, what did your time 
working and having a business in San Francisco mean to you, since you’ve 
come from a long line of San Franciscans? 

03-01:06:55 
Bissinger: Well, we do. I guess the Bissingers—there’s the Alaska Commercial 

Company, and that was run by Sloss and Gerstly. Well there was a couple of 
cousins—I guess they were cousins, at least that’s what they were represented 
to be when they came over to San Francisco, which was in the 1880s, I guess. 
My grandfather came over in 1877, all on his own, from Ichenhausen, a little 
village [in Germany], to wherever the port left, and got to New York. The 
person who was supposed to meet him didn’t. He slept in a bar the first night. 
Got on the train to San Francisco and the person who was supposed to meet 
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him there, one of the cousins, didn’t show up either. He was on his own, 
found out where the cousin lived and got himself there. He was a very 
resourceful man. I’ve always thought it would be interesting to write 
something about him, a little thing, but there’s no letters to home from him. I 
don’t have enough sources that I think are reliable. But indeed, we’re not the 
Haas’s or the Hellmanns or the big names, but we have been of consequence 
in San Francisco. I feel that that’s something that we, to the best of each 
person’s ability, sustained. Our younger son, Matthew, is the leader of the 
pack in that department, and that pleases me. 

03-01:09:19 
Farrell: Is there anything else that you want to add about your career or your 

professional life before we wrap up today? 

03-01:09:30 
Bissinger: I don’t think so. As I said, I didn’t have any focus. I didn’t have any obsession 

with being the biggest guy on the block in business. Music was different. The 
Asian art thing, bloomed and bloomed and bloomed. I wouldn't say I’ll never 
be held in dearest memory because of my business acumen, which is as it is. 
Everybody’s got to do what they do. But it didn’t go unnoticed. Kathy has 
frequently discussed this with me. I was not given any strong messages that 
you’ve got to have a career, you’ve got to have accomplishments, you have to 
get advanced degrees or whatever. My father discouraged me from going to 
business school, which might have made a difference. Who knows? That’s a 
long time ago. I think that kind of sums it up. 

03-01:11:12 
Farrell: Well thank you. I think that’s a good place to leave it for today. 
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Interview 4: May 26, 2017 

04-00:00:00 
Farrell: Okay. This is Shanna Farrell back with Paul Bissinger on Friday, May 26, 

2017. This is our fourth session and we are in San Francisco, California. Paul, 
today I figured we would talk about your musical life. Can you start out by 
telling me a little bit about how you developed your love for music? 

04-00:00:25 
Bissinger: Yes. Well, it starts at the beginning because there was always music in our 

house. My father loved theater in all forms, but particularly the Broadway 
shows and comedy in general. There was always a lot of music.  

I'm going to keep jumping around a little, but in 1955, on the occasion of my 
father's fiftieth birthday, we all went to Europe. I do remember in Italy we 
went to one of these open-air theaters—and it was an opera—I think a Verdi 
opera—and I was just entranced. My mother and father were tired so we had 
to leave early and I was crestfallen. So we got started there. 

 During Stanford times, I had this program at the Packard Children's Hospital 
where I went every Saturday morning with a comedian or a juggler or pom-
pom girls, or whatever I could dig up to entertain them for an hour or two. 
That was a lot of fun. 

 A big part of my musical time at Stanford was with our dance band, "The 
Stardusters," which was organized by a wonderful musician, Spike Lynch.viii 

We were a wonderful big band, with seventeen musicians in it, sometimes a 
vocalist, down to just me and Spike at cocktails parties. He was a great pianist 
and I was a mediocre guitar player. But we had a lot of fun. 

 Actually, we were blackballed by the union, the big band, because we had the 
first pick of many of the proms up and down the peninsula when we were less 
expensive than the union was. I feel badly about that in hindsight. I don't 
know that I would do it differently now, but knowing from all these years of 
involvement in music, what a struggle it is for musicians to make a living. I 
might feel a little differently now about underpricing our shows. 

 I had visions of being a music minor. I knew I couldn't be a music major 
because I couldn't read music. I'd had piano lessons but they never took. At 
Exeter, a fellow named Dick Mansfield, who was subsequently the Paul 
Bissinger on the peninsula and deeply involved in all manner of music 
education, had an accordion and I had my guitar, and we played away. But 
nobody ever hired us.ix  

 Then there was another fellow named Chuck Huck, who was from New 
Jersey. He played the harmonica. I had an orchestra consisting of harmonica 
and guitar, and we also didn't get hired. 
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 At Stanford we did get hired and I did try to be a music minor. There was a 
wonderful professor named Sandor Salgo, who was a well-known musician in 
the Bay area for many, many years. He was head of the [Carmel] Bach 
Festival and he was music director of the Marin Symphony, and I think he had 
other positions. [At the beginning of one course that I took from him, he said, 
“Few, if any, of you in this room will go on to have a career as a musician or 
in management. However, you will be a more appreciative audience and more 
valuable as board members of much programs in your community.” That 
certainly has proven to be true for me.] Wonderful man and his wife, Priscilla. 
I got to know them. I think I did a little gardening for them, pushing dirt 
around, and I wrote him a letter when he retired, which, he told somebody that 
he was rather moved by that I had taken the time to write. 

 The seeds were planted. When I was at the American Institute for Foreign 
Trade, the parents of a friend of mine, she was on the board of the museum I 
think, but in terms of music, somehow I found myself a disc jockey 
introducing each week the upcoming program for the Phoenix Symphony. 
Basically that was reading the backside of the envelope. But it was fun to do 
that, in any event.  

 So, now we're into the real world. The Navy is over, Stanford is over, and I'm 
now an object of interest, a person of interest, to the myriad boards that make 
up the music world of San Francisco and many other cities. I was on several 
boards, primarily the Symphony; San Francisco Performances, where I was 
the education committee chairman; the Merola Opera Training Program, the 
Community Music Center; the Morrison Chamber Music Program at San 
Francisco State, which was anchored by the Alexander String Quartet, and 
San Francisco Classical Voice; an innovative program funded primarily by 
Gordon Getty, which was of course very nice. 

 In July of '81, I was invited to come to the home of Agnes Albert, who was 
the great lady of music in San Francisco. I had no idea what I was being 
invited for. I'd been on the board of the Symphony for a few years and I'd 
never been on a committee. I guess they didn't know what to do with me 
because I wasn't a prominent financier or anything like that. 

 I got there and my goodness, Agnes Albert had rounded up Nancy H. Bechtle 
and Peter Pastreich and all the luminaries—three or four people. They told me 
that they wanted to start a youth orchestra. Would I like to chair a committee 
to be in charge of this baby and nurture it, and form a committee and raise 
money? It was like falling in love all over again. It was the most exciting thing 
and heartwarming thing I've ever done. Our first music director was Jahja 
Ling. He was a Chinese born in Indonesia and didn't speak either language 
clearly enough that you could understand him, but he was a wonderful 
musician. [His enthusiasm was explosive and infectious.] He was followed by 
many others—not many, but six or eight other wonderful musicians, and off 
we went.x  
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 The initial orchestra was I think about eighty-seven members. We were short 
in certain sections. For example, I think we only had one or two basses, and 
so, we recruited Steve Tramontozzi, who was a bass player in the Symphony, 
to add some heft to the bass section. We pretty nearly put polka dots on his 
cheeks and sat him down in the section.  

Some years later, when Yo-Yo Ma was in town, he did a guest performance 
for us, [coaching several of our students]. [He came back to play] the Saint-
Saëns cello concerto [after intermission]. Each section several youth orchestra 
students would stand up and play, and he would critique them. Then, after 
intermission, as the kids were filing back in, I noticed Yo-Yo Ma was sitting 
in the back row [of the cello section]. He just was playing along. He just loved 
to play music with anybody. The kids of course, in the few rows around him, 
they knew exactly who he was and they played their hearts out. That was a 
wonderful experience. 

 We had fantastic publicity. Here we had a small announcement, July 25, 1981, 
[unfolds paper], and we had all this publicity. It was just incredible. Full page, 
pieces like this. These are old and stuck together. Not very good. Here's 
another. We had tons of publicity. 

04-00:12:03 
Farrell: What did it mean to you to get all that publicity? 

04-00:12:09 
Bissinger: Well, it meant a lot to the kids, and to the institution, the San Francisco 

Symphony, because just like politics today; follow the money. The more 
money we had, the more we could do with our program. Most all of it was 
drummed up by the development department and the publicity people. 

 Then we were invited to be the orchestra to greet the King and Queen of 
England, and that was a big coup. Later on, we were invited to play at the 
fortieth anniversary of the signing of the World War II peace treaties. Here's 
the invitation for Queen Elizabeth and Prince Philip. 

04-00:13:27 
Farrell: How did that evolve? How did that come to fruition? 

04-00:13:32 
Bissinger: Oh, I don't know. I'm sure the mayor must have had his fingers in it. This was 

way over my head. 

04-00:13:46 
Farrell: Did you go to England with the youth orchestra? 

04-00:13:50 
Bissinger: Oh, no. The King and Queen were in San Francisco [and the Youth Orchestra 

played for them]. 
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04-00:13:59 
Farrell: Okay, because I know you had gone on a couple of tours with the youth 

orchestra. 

04-00:14:02 
Bissinger: Yeah. Then, in 1985 we announced we were going to go on our first 

international tour, and there I did make a substantial hit; I invited Barbro and 
Barney Osher to our May concert that year. At intermission [they asked] how 
things were going, and I told them all about the tour and everything was in 
place, except we still needed a cooperate sponsor for $65 thousand. We went 
and sat down and a minute or two later, Barney passed me his program in 
which Barbro had written, "You've got the sixty-five thousand." The check 
came the next week, and it's the best pledge card I've ever had. 

 One thing built on another. All this publicity certainly helped. We had Robert 
Commanday, all the other reviewers, raving about us. We were riding high 
regularly. 

 Now, the regular program for the youth orchestra was a matter of selecting the 
kids. Everything was by audition, from the concert master down to the last 
stand of violins, or the tuba. Everything was by audition. That helped attract 
the most talented kids from the greater Bay Area. But let me tell you about 
some of the things we added on as time went by. 

 First of all was the coaching team, and we had, for each section of the 
orchestra, a member of the San Francisco Symphony coaching the kids every 
Saturday after their morning rehearsal. [Then, the kids would assemble] on 
stage, the whole orchestra, at two o'clock. I can't say enough about these 
wonderful coaches. They got paid a token for doing this, but they adored these 
kids, became mentors to them, helped them figure out who to study with, 
where to go to college, what to do about personal problems that, as teenagers, 
they predictably had. We also had great support from Michael Tilson Thomas, 
which was invaluable.  

Every season now we've had an assortment of famous conductors and 
performers come and guest-rehearse the orchestra, or just talk to them about 
their careers. I've just noted a few of them; John Adams, of course a 
prominent local composer, who, after we did one of his pieces, said, "This is 
the best rendition of that piece we've had ever." Vladimir Ashkenazy, 
Emanuel AX, Joshua Bell, Herbert Blomstedt, Charles Dutoit, Edo de Waart, 
Valery Gergiev, members of The Grateful Dead, Yo-Yo Ma, Kurt Masur, Sir 
Yehudi Menuhin, Misslav Rastapovich, Leonard Slatkin, Michael Tilson 
Thomas, and Robin Williams.  

 That was a tremendous thing to provide for the kids, to be counseled and 
trained by these terrific people. 
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 We also started doing Peter and the Wolf every December, and we had 
wonderful narrators. The first one was Herb Caen. I was backstage with him 
and he was so nervous he could hardly stand up straight. Sid Caesar, Jeff 
Hoyle, Bobby McFerrin, Linda Ronstadt, Robin Williams, and on and on. Rita 
Moreno, Linda Ronstadt again. We had those wonderful people, and they 
always did funny things. Michael Tilson Thomas, I remember was on his 
hands and knees chewing on the conductor's pants cuffs. That was a lot of fun. 

 We also had an instrument purchase plan. I mentioned the basses. We bought 
a number of basses, and we now have a full bass section. We have for a 
number of years. That's largely due also to a member of the youth orchestra, 
Lisa Takemoto, who went into orchestra management. While she was here, 
she went out to Lowell High School and drummed up some kids interested in 
being bass players. We took some of the older and bigger violin players, 
converted them to violas, and we went and bought violas.  

The most exciting one for me was a fine violin for the concert master, where 
we felt that he or she should have a really fine instrument. One day I had 
another invitation from Agnes Albert, and I went to her house and the whole 
gang was there. They presented an Antoniazzi violin, dating from probably 
about 1900, and that was the concert master’s violin. They named it in my 
name. It's the Bissinger Antoniazzi. You know, I had many occasions these 
years to be in tears, which I was, and I'm almost there remembering that now.  

 What else did we do? Every year we restrung all the string instruments for 
free. We had an instrument training program for kids who were on the edge 
but not quite ready to come into the youth orchestra. We have an annual 
concerto competition, and anybody from the timpani to the tuba can try out 
and compete, and we've had wonderful, wonderful young musicians win and 
go on to good careers. We have premiered several new commissions, which 
have been quite successful. Several years ago we started having youth 
orchestra festivals. We would invite five or six local youth orchestras to come 
to Davies Symphony Hall. Each orchestra would play something short, 
[following which] a festival orchestra would be formed, selecting the best 
musicians from all over. They'd play [a piece in full]. That was wonderful, 
too. 

 We started in 1986 to go on tour in Europe, mostly—and one in Asia—every 
three years. [Our first European tour was] no small undertaking because we 
took with us ten or twelve chaperones, the youth orchestra staff, the symphony 
stage crew, a doctor, PR person, and not obviously important to most people, 
but we stayed only in very good hotels. Not five-star, but good ones, clean and 
had good food. They had enough food—these kids eat a lot—and good 
communications, because we had to be able to round up everybody on short 
notice if something undesirable happens, and just generally to be able to stay 
in touch. That was a year when there was a lot of [terrorism in Europe]. 
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[Section removed by narrator.] 

04-00:24:45 
Bissinger: We consulted everybody; the parents, the kids, the staff, the symphony 

attorneys, about whether to go or whether or not to go. The board was scared 
to death of the risks, and the preliminary decision was not to go. However, we 
went largely because the parents and the kids said they wanted to go. [We 
brought a professional security guard with us, but] nothing happened. It was 
good we were worried, but it's all better even that the worry came to nothing. 

 Now, [aside from a small fee for the tours,] everything to do with the youth 
orchestra program is for free. The kids have to pay nothing because we 
wanted this to be an arrangement between us and the kids. We didn't want the 
parents involved, or, for the most part, their private teachers. We raised 
scholarship money to make sure that kids who couldn't afford it [were given 
scholarship money]. It got covered for anyone from 100 percent to 10 or 20 
percent.  

 Another important thing that we learned since we've been on ten tours now, is 
a lot about management of teenagers. What we've learned is that they've got to 
be kept busy; they have to be either eating, or sleeping, or performing, or on 
guided tours, or doing something else, where we could keep track of them.  

[Section removed by narrator.] 

 It's important to have a very disciplined, organized, group of chaperones, not 
to be overlooked. 

 Here we had the kids going to Europe, playing in the world's most prestigious 
concert halls—we're talking about the Concertgebouw, Berlin Symphony, 
awesome places to play. All the great musicians in the world had performed in 
these places, and it was very moving for all of us. I mean, you're talking about 
tears, I was leading the pack. Oh my goodness, was that exciting.  

In the first tour, our main stop was Vienna, where there was an orchestra 
competition. I guess it was a competition, because it was a hodgepodge of 
musical organizations. We won the prize for the best orchestra, and for the 
best music organization of any kind. We all felt pretty good about ourselves. 

 I also remember going to Budapest. Everything had been arranged. It was still 
under communist rule, and everything had been arranged so that we could 
whiz right through and not be hassled. But, of course, they did stop us, took 
all the passports. We had to sit around forever. We had to open instrument 
cases. They thought we'd be smuggling people in or I don't know what. The 
same thing leaving. That was unpleasant, but the concert itself was so moving. 
The orchestra—here was these wonderful, multiracial mix of kids playing 
gloriously. We sold out there.  
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We've always pretty-near sold out. In Europe we have a big reputation. After 
ten tours in Europe, they know us very well. But [there was a concert in 
Budapest and] the place was packed. The big piece was Bartók's Concerto For 
Orchestra, in Budapest, where Bartók was the head of the conservatory. 
Afterwards there was a silence for about a second, and then the place erupted. 
[Voice breaks with emotion] You can't believe the way people were hugging 
each other and crying. We've had that experience elsewhere. They just are so 
moved by us. 

 We also had what I felt was a particularly moving experience, in Vilnius, 
which is in Lithuania. We played on the outskirts of Vilnius in an ancient 
church that had been mostly destroyed by either the Nazis or the Russians, I 
forget which, and was being painfully restored brick by brick by brick, and it 
was still pretty much a shambles. During rehearsal, the townspeople would 
drift by and stick their nose in. They'd go away. They come back with a friend 
or a relative. We had the place sold out once for free and once for a little bit of 
money. But there again, these people were so moved.  

I brought with me a selection of reviews. The first one I have is Amsterdam. 
"The San Francisco Symphony's youth orchestra revealed itself, at the 
Amsterdam Concertgebouw, as an important part of the future of classical 
music in the United States. What sets this youth orchestra apart was not a 
typical energetic camaraderie, but rather, its precision and a focus on great 
maturity. The nuance and clarity were stunning. Their crisp, tight sound, 
worthy of a mature orchestra. It takes quite some courage to perform Mahler 
successfully at the Concertgebouw, so this mature orchestra pulled off an 
impressive feat." Actually, I had some business friends in Rotterdam, and he 
arrogantly said, "Mahler? I know my Mahler. This is not for kids." He was 
overwhelmed. 

 Here's from Berlin. "Once again, these young Americans live up to their 
reputation as one of the world's best youth orchestras with a mixture of 
perfection and expressiveness." 

 Here's another one from Berlin; "So precise and so professional, the San 
Francisco Symphony Youth Orchestra at the Berlin Philharmonie. It's striking 
how much the precision for which adult American orchestras are known is 
already a part of this youth orchestra. The resulting sound and clarity of their 
ensemble playing is impressive."  

 Here's Bayerische Staatszeitung, Bavaria: "Outbursts of cheering at the 
opening concert of the Audi Festival, twenty-fifth anniversary season. A 
hundred or so musicians of the San Francisco Symphony Youth Orchestra 
created a musical marvel across a spectrum of moods that had the concert hall 
shaking with excitement." I've got three or four pages of these reviews, and 
they're all the same. One of them I know says something to the effect, "This 
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orchestra has redefined what a youth orchestra can accomplish." So, we're the 
standard bearer. Ain't that great? 

04-00:36:05 
Farrell: I have a few questions for you about all of what you just mentioned, what you 

covered. When you first started talking about this, you said you were a person 
of interest to many boards, and I'm wondering why you were a person of 
interest or how people knew that you had this this love of music. 

04-00:36:28 
Bissinger: Well, let's rephrase that and say there were many who had the mistaken idea 

that I had a lot of money. Which I didn't. So, you know, come the capital 
drives and all those things, and I was a very minor player. I was willing to 
work, and I enjoyed raising money because I loved the program so much. I 
think that's a big missing piece of a lot of fund raising; some important guy is 
sent a list, please make these five phone calls, and in a desultory way, he'll 
makes the five calls, but he won't have any heart in it, whereas, I could tell 
stories about these kids, and it brought it alive. 

04-00:37:21 
Farrell: Can you tell me a little bit more about your role in fundraising? What you 

actually did? 

04-00:37:27 
Bissinger: I did exactly that; I went and called on people. I wrote letters, I invited them to 

concerts, and I had a gang of elder ladies—Agnes Albert, Phyllis Wattis, 
Betty Hume, Genie di San Faustino, these people. Interestingly, they were 
largely women who had been servants to their husbands, and once their 
husbands had died, typically—they all of a sudden burst forth, extremely 
capable, talented, motivated, and wonderful people. I loved taking them to the 
youth orchestra concerts, and they liked that, too. 

04-00:38:20 
Farrell: Can you tell me a little bit more about Agnes Albert? 

04-00:38:24 
Bissinger: Well, Agnes, who comes from an old San Francisco family, she was a pianist 

and she studied in Berlin where she met her future husband—who has a story 
of his own—and her pinnacle achievement, I guess, was performing with the 
San Francisco Symphony under Pierre Monteaux. She was a very smart 
woman. She spoke her mind. She cared desperately about the music and the 
musicians, and she could care less about all the, you know, shall we redefine 
the statement of purpose? She didn't care about that stuff. She just cared about 
the music and the musicians. When Agnes had something to say, everybody 
listened. She was the only member of the board who, to my knowledge, had 
any impact on the programming. I mean, she knew her music. She was a 
delightful person. A delightful person.  
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She had a very unhappy life in many ways. Her husband turned out to be a 
Nazi. They're Catholic; they were never divorced. He put some time in prison, 
and they have, I think, one son, Paul Junior, and two daughters, one of whom 
kind of flew the coop. A troubled situation. But she rose above all that and she 
was just delightful. Interested in other people. She read Proust. She was just a 
unique, one-of-a-kind person. 

04-00:40:29 
Farrell: There were a few different music directors. I have some of their names here. 

Ling, Milnes, Bjaland, Outwater, Shwartz, and then Reif. I'm wondering if 
you could tell me a little bit about what their directorships, how that 
influenced the youth orchestra, how their leadership was different? 

 
04-00:41:03 
Bissinger: Well, of course, every music director of any kind of an organization is going 

to be different from his predecessor or predecessors, or subsequent. Jahja, as I 
say, our first music director, was an exuberant fellow. He made up in his 
excitement for his lack of being able to [be understood]. He was very difficult 
to understand, but he was a wonderful guy. He went on to be the assistant 
conductor of the Cleveland Symphony Orchestra and then he was a music 
director in San Diego. He was very religious, and I think he then went on to 
do things related to his religion. He was with us for three years. 

 Then David Milnes, who was young, only lasted two years. He was a marvel 
with the kids. He was the music director when we went on our first tour to 
Europe and had such a success, but he was not a success with adults. He was 
awkward, but he was a fine musician. And he works in the Bay Area, I think 
over in Berkeley. 

 The Leif Bjaland, a Scandinavian gentleman. He was more of a cool 
character, but he was a wonderful musician. [He did a lot of contemporary 
music.] 

Basically, the way it's supposed to work, is that each music director will be for 
three years, the third year being a tour year. That's generally what worked. 

 Then we come to Alasdair Neale, who was our music director’s term for 
twelve years. He's the only one that we've ever had that lasted such a long 
time.xi 

04-00:43:08 
Farrell: Why did he last so long? 

04-00:43:09 
Bissinger: Because everybody was crazy about him. He was a wonderful musician, the 

kids adored him, he was very good with adults. He's become a very good 
friend of ours. He's now the music director in Marin. He's the music director 
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of the Sun Valley Summer Festival, and he may have one or two other 
positions. 

04-00:43:42 
Farrell: What made him such a good music director? 

04-00:43:45 
Bissinger: I don't know. I never have understood why one conductor can get miracles out 

of his musicians and others can't. I don't know. In all these years, I feel as 
ignorant as when we started. 

04-00:44:03 
Farrell: But he was able to get the kids to perform really well? Is that why people 

liked him so much? 

04-00:44:10 
Bissinger: The kids always played well because they play well. He's not extravagant in 

his [his use of the batton and] he knows his music. You know, these people 
have to know their scores inside and out. He was a hard worker. That's the 
best I can do for you.  

04-00:44:45 
Farrell: Oh, no. That's okay. 

04-00:44:47 
Bissinger: Then we had Edwin Outwater, and he just got appointed to some position. I 

don't know what it was. He was another sort of a cool guy, is my recollection. 
The symphony has been wonderful with consulting with MTT; Michael Tilson 
Thomas. He has a lot to do with it. MTT sees a lot of young musicians 
because of the New World Symphony down in Florida. He sees what's coming 
through the conductor mill, and I think we’ve had a lot to be thankful for in 
terms of continuous flow of really wonderful musicians. 

 Bennie Shwartz, I remember him but not much, but he was a good guy. Then 
came Donato Cabrera. Donato. He was six years, I think. He was another 
especially successful guy. I think he had a terrific manner with adults, and the 
kids adored him. If you're teaching the kids well and they can see themselves 
going up the ladder of musical skills, they tend to like the guy who's taking 
them up the ladder. Donato, again, is a guy we were friendly with, but he's 
moved on now. 

 We've just taken on our [latest music director], Christian Reif, who's a 
German. He's a huge success right out of the starting blocks. Everybody's 
crazy about him; he's attractive, he's smart, he's very experienced. This is 
almost a little bit above where you'd expect him to be, but our youth orchestra 
is a great stepping stone. We can now attract young artists who are maybe 
making a lateral move rather than an upward move, but the payoff comes 
three years later.  
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So, Christian, he's made a lot of changes in the seating, a European seating 
style now. Where you used to see the string basses on your right, they're now 
in the back in the middle-left. What's wonderful is, how he's got them coming 
in to their seats, before they warm up, and instead of just randomly milling 
around and waiting for people to get out of the way, it’s so German. They're 
all lined up off stage and one by one they come in lined up, and so, everybody 
goes without hindrance to precisely [his or her] seat, it's like an army 
marching. The audience gets a kick out of this, and I do, too. It's so unusual 
and so logical. And so German. I hope he'll be with us for at least his three 
years. Actually, we've got a tour announced for two years from now. 

04-00:49:15 
Farrell: Where's the tour going? 

 
04-00:49:17 
Bissinger: I don't know yet. It will most certainly be to Europe because we're so well-

known there. We know all the tricks and the rules, and when our trucks get 
there with all the instruments and stuff, they know where to park and they 
know where the restaurants are, and they know how to set things up. They're 
largely halls that they've already played in before. [These are the same halls 
that major symphonies, including the San Francisco Symphony, play in for the 
most part.] So, what was your question? 

04-00:49:52 
Farrell: That was it. Where you were going, but you don't know yet. 

04-00:49:55 
Bissinger: We only have had one tour in Asia and that was a near disaster, because the 

key place was going to be, not Beijing, but Shanghai. 

04-00:50:18 
Farrell: Beijing, Hong Kong, Shanghai? 

04-00:50:23 
Bissinger: Shanghai. I think it was Shanghai. Yeah, because we had an exchange 

arrangement worked out between the kids at the San Francisco Symphony and 
the Shanghai Conservatory. 

[Section removed by narrator.] 

04-00:51:02 
Bissinger: The Shanghai Conservatory of Music was our goal as our number one place to 

go, and that was the year of [Tianamen Square]. Because of that, we felt we 
could not go to on reasons of principle, as well as pragmatic concern over 
safety. There we were stuck, and I remember I personally went down to the 
Chinese Consulate here and talked to the cultural attaché and told him we had 
to cancel the tour and that we were heartbroken and we hoped that at some 
future date we could resurrect it. Instead, they patched together two concerts 
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in or near Hong Kong, then we went down to Singapore and had two concerts 
there. Then we went to Malaysia to—what's their main city? Kuala Lumpur. 

[Section removed by narrator.] 

04-00:52:23 
Bissinger: We had two, four, five concerts, so that worked out fine. We had some 

trouble, kids with the wrong kind of passports not being able to get out of 
Malaysia. We had to leave a staff person and two or three kids that took them 
another day or two. But it was a tour and, you know, the kids played well, and 
it was a success of sorts. 

04-00:52:59 
Farrell: You had mentioned that members of the San Francisco Symphony were 

mentoring some of the members of the youth orchestra. Aside from that, was 
there any more involvement with the symphony, with the youth orchestra? 

04-00:53:15 
Bissinger: I was able to get my report on the agenda for most board meetings. I was very 

careful to stay within a three minute discipline. I used to go over to Agnes 
Albert's house and I'd practice my speech, and she would always say, 
"Brevity, Paul. Brevity." That was my second name; Brevity Bissinger. But, 
that was appreciated. I always made my reports lively and fun, gave an 
anecdote and a positive thing to report on. 

04-00:54:08 
Farrell: How about the musicians? The symphony musicians, were they any more 

involved with the youth orchestra musicians, or just through the mentorship? 

04-00:54:20 
Bissinger: Mainly through [coaching, which they did] as part of their job, but [with 

dedication and passion]. I mean, we have to this day, Doug Rioth, the harpist, 
he's been with us since the beginning. Steven Tramontozzi, bass player from 
the very beginning, and there may be one or two others that don't come to my 
mind immediately. But they're just wonderful, wonderful people. They love 
the kids. We have kids where music is not appreciated in their homes, and 
they want their kids to be doctors and lawyers, and the kids find a second 
home at the symphony. They hang around. 

04-00:55:10 
Farrell: Speaking of the kids that are in the youth orchestra, you mentioned that they 

were the best of the best, and they're from the Greater Bay Area, but I'm 
wondering if there was ever a time or a program that allowed for more sort of 
at-risk youth to be involved? Or not really? 

04-00:55:30 
Bissinger: I wish that we could say we were. I've had this discussion with Ron Gallman 

[the head of education programming at the Symphony] on several occasions, 
and the truth is, we're in business to do one particular thing, which is to have a 
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superb youth orchestra program. I don't think there's another youth orchestra 
program—I read you a list of these add-ons like restringing the strings? I don't 
think any other youth orchestra in the country, or the world maybe, has as rich 
a program as we have. It pays off because the kids do move on and get good 
positions. We have a young girl who's the concert master of the Rochester 
Symphony, which is the top of the middle group of orchestras, and so, we're 
making our mark. [We have another graduate who is the music director of the 
St. Louis Symphony.] 

I don't think we, any longer, have as much of a hold on the best kids, because 
the transportation issue is difficult. San Francisco is so hard to drive in, and 
not all these kids are old enough to have cars. I think the other youth 
orchestras have come up because of us, because we have now these festivals. 
These kids that otherwise never could play in a hall like Davies Symphony 
Hall, now have that experience. It increases their motivation and they get 
better, music directors and everything else, all the ships float higher. That 
pleases us a lot because we've always been concerned, for example, that 
Lowell, which has an orchestra, that we don't want to diminish their high 
school music experience with the youth orchestra.xii 

 
04-00:57:55 
Farrell: There has to be auditions for the kids. Do you have a sense of what the 

auditions are like? 

04-00:58:04 
Bissinger: Well, like the big symphony, they're behind curtains. I think. I can't remember 

if that still is the case. But the auditions are not the severe, scary kind of things 
that you would expect when you hear the word "audition," because the 
coaches and other musicians, maybe from the same section, will be there and 
they'll sit next to the kid and kind of work it with them. A lot of these kids 
have a lot of talent but they're scared, they're nervous, but the coaches can see 
through that. 

04-00:58:50 
Farrell: You've shared with me a binder that some of the kids put together for you. 

Can you tell me a little bit about that? 

04-00:58:57 
Bissinger: Well, this is after the first tour [and the end of my term as committee chair], 

and one of many surprises I was given a thick scrapbook and every kid had 
written a poem or a song or recited something, drew pictures, photographs of 
them as children, they did something, every one. They're so moving. That was 
another occasion for me to have a good cry. 

04-00:59:38 
Farrell: That’s a special thing that they put together. It's almost like a tribute to you. 
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04-00:59:42 
Bissinger: Well it is. It's wonderful. I brought it, if you want to look at it. [Shows 

camera] 

04-00:59:47 
Farrell: Another thing, [they] dedicated [a concert] to you for your seventieth 

birthday. Can you tell me a little bit about that? 

04-01:00:04 
Bissinger: I cried.  

04-01:00:07 
Farrell: Did you know that they were going to dedicate it to you? 

04-01:00:09 
Bissinger: No. I walked in and sat down in my seat, and looked at the program and 

boom, there went the tears. It was very moving to be recognized. We all have 
needs to bolster our self-worth, so it was nice to have something concrete. It 
says nice things about you, whether it's exaggerated or not, I couldn't say. [I 
am overwhelmed that they dedicated three concerts in my name, one of which 
included a beautiful article on my involvement in music education.]xiii 

 
04-01:00:50 
Farrell: I'm going to stop asking you questions about things that were very moving. I 

actually want to ask a little bit about music at home and sort of in your 
personal life. Were your children musicians or musical at all? 

04-01:01:09 
Bissinger: Only our older son, Stephen. He took piano lessons, but that didn't take with 

him, but somewhere he got a guitar and it just became his life. You'd think 
that as a punishment for doing something wrong you'd send him to his room, 
but that was a treat for him because he'd just sit there and play his guitar. He 
found a music theory teacher. He just had his own motivation. He's a 
wonderful musician. He plays a lot of jazz clubs around the Bay Area, but his 
profession where he makes a living is creating sound effects for movie and 
television. If anybody who sees this watched [the series House of Cards]. 

04-01:02:21 
Farrell: Cards? 

04-01:02:23 
Bissinger: Yeah, House of Cards. The TV show, House of Cards. Well, he did almost all 

of the sound design for that, as an example. But he went to Los Angeles, 
initially, because that's where more sound work occurs. He was there nine 
years and hated it, hated living in Los Angeles, but he did find there was a lot 
of work doing TV commercials. He came back to San Francisco, set himself 
up as a TV commercial sound person, and he struggled away with that, then 
the Recession hit and things kind of fell apart. He got out of his lease and just 
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continued to do what he was doing. He would take whatever business he could 
get, and eventually, he does most of his work now up at. 

04-01:03:42 
Farrell: Skywalker? 

04-01:03:42 
Bissinger: Skywalker. They keep him very busy. 

04-01:03:46 
Farrell: I bet, yeah. 

04-01:03:47 
Bissinger: Unfortunately, it's a union scale business, and so he doesn't get paid more 

because he's better than somebody else. It's not for people who want to make a 
lot of money. He doesn't have the percentage of the revenues from House of 
Cards, unfortunately. 

 
04-01:04:11 
Farrell: What kind of music do you listen to at home? 

04-01:04:20 
Bissinger: Well we listen to operas, and we listen to chamber music, piano music. I 

would say that those are the top three. 

04-01:04:28 
Farrell: What are some of your favorite operas or symphonies? 

04-01:04:34 
Bissinger: Oh, you ask me these questions. 

04-01:04:35 
Farrell: Or, even composers. Do you have a favorite composer? 

04-01:04:40 
Bissinger: Eugene Onegin. Love that. Verdi and Puccini. How can you not love those? 

Strauss. Wagner. We're very excited about the Ring Cycle coming here. We're 
great Wagnerians. That's a few. There's nothing too obscure, somebody you 
never heard of. 

04-01:05:07 
Farrell: Do you have a favorite venue to see symphonies or concerts? 

04-01:05:14 
Bissinger: Well, Davies Symphony Hall is wonderful for full orchestras, less good for 

soloists, particularly voice and some instruments. Where is it that San 
Francisco Performance performs? The Herbst Auditorium. That's excellent for 
chamber music, in particular, piano soloists. Those are the two locally that I 
would pick out, for me. 
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04-01:05:58 
Farrell: What about internationally? 

04-01:06:01 
Bissinger: I think the Concertgebouw in Amsterdam is the finest facility in the world, 

both acoustically and historically. 

04-01:06:18 
Farrell: I'm also wondering, because you were [supportive of other programs], the 

Morrison Chamber Music, with the Alexander String Quartet, with San 
Francisco Classical Voice, how you balanced your time between the 
symphony, the youth orchestra, and then these other programs? 

04-01:06:38 
Bissinger: By not working hard at being in business and trying to make some money. I've 

never been very good at making a lot of money. 

04-01:06:53 
Farrell: Did your [involvement with these programs] overlap at all, or were they in 

different orders? 

04-01:06:58 
Bissinger: Oh, yeah. They're different. The youth orchestra is totally different from 

Morrison Chamber Music. 

 
04-01:07:07 
Farrell: Oh, sorry. I meant chronologically. 

04-01:07:09 
Bissinger: Chronologically. I think I was put on the board of the symphony in the— 

04-01:07:19 
Farrell: In the ‘70s? 

04-01:07:19 
Bissinger: Mid-‘70s. I don't remember.  

04-01:07:25 
Farrell: I think it was 1975. 

04-01:07:27 
Bissinger: 1975.  

[Section removed by narrator.] 

04-01:07:38 
Bissinger: I don't think I was on any other boards at that moment, which maybe is one of 

the reasons that I was selected. One of the things I've enjoyed is bringing 
along other, now younger, people to be on these boards. I think one of the 
most important things you can do as head of a board is to assure that 
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continuity through good management and good fundraisers, and energized 
people. 

04-01:08:15 
Farrell: What are your hopes for the future of the youth orchestra? 

04-01:08:21 
Bissinger: [Section removed by narrator.] [I was on the board of the] American 

Symphony Orchestra League, Youth Orchestra Division. During those years, I 
got familiar with some of the other orchestras around the country and what 
they were doing, and it cemented my feeling that we were at the top of the 
heap. I think that was kind of generally the attitude, although nobody liked to 
admit it, that San Francisco could be better than—actually, there's very few—
this is important. 

 There's very few youth orchestra programs that are part of a larger institution; 
i.e., a symphony orchestra. Most of the others are free-standing operations. 
There's huge advantages to being a subsidiary, so to speak, of the symphony, 
because we could never, on our own, afford the staffing and the costs for 
marketing, for fundraising, for publicity, development, all these things that the 
symphony can do superbly and on our own we couldn’t begin to match that. 
That helps to build the enthusiasm on the staff for what we're doing. That's a 
very important feature, I think. 

 If we did any one thing, I would like to see—and you brought this up—us get 
into more of the training of young musicians. One that, as a model, last 
night—our granddaughter goes to a school called The San Francisco School, 
which is, I say, halfway between the Cow Palace and Hunters Point. You get 
off at Silver Avenue and it's out there. It's a marvelous school. It's small, it's 
dedicated, been in business over forty years. People don't know about it. It's 
about half minority, which we think is terrific.  

Last night they had their music festival or whatever, and each grade had its 
own little piece of it. It was nice. Every kid has got someone in the next grade 
up who's kind of their personal counselor, and they have a fabulous music 
program which is enormous for a school its size. I think the guy who's behind 
it was the guy who invented the Orf program. These kids were just wonderful. 
First, second, third, fourth grade, and they did the most wonderful things. I 
don't know if any will be good enough ever to go in the youth orchestra, or 
want to, but I mean, there are ways to broaden the reach of music education to 
everybody's benefit, and those that get turned on and want to rise in the world 
will do that, one way or—just like our son, Stephen; nothing was going to stop 
him from playing his guitar. 

04-01:13:10 
Farrell: What has it meant to you to be involved with the youth orchestra and the other 

committees? 
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04-01:13:16 
Bissinger: Oh, I love it. As long as they don't get into tedious areas, like “reinventing,” 

[such as] how can we polish the sense of purpose.  

04-01:13:35 
Farrell: Oh, the mission? 

04-01:13:36 
Bissinger: What? 

04-01:13:37 
Farrell: The mission? 

04-01:13:37 
Bissinger: Yeah, the mission statement. If I never see another mission statement, I'll be 

happy. Or, I hate galas, but they make money. 

 
04-01:13:52 
Farrell: Yeah, that's true. 

04-01:13:53 
Bissinger: But all together, it's wonderful. You just can't help to be moved emotionally 

when you see young people doing things that you wouldn't expect they could 
do. 

 
04-01:14:09 
Farrell: Was there anything else that you want to add? 

04-01:14:12 
Bissinger: About music? See, I think we've talked a lot about music. 

04-01:14:17 
Farrell: Okay. All right. Well, thank you so much. 

04-01:14:20 
Bissinger: You're very welcome. 
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Interview 5: June 9, 2017 

05-00:00:00 
Farrell: This is Shanna Farrell with Paul Bissinger on Friday, June 9, 2017. We’re in 

San Francisco, California, and this is our fifth session. Paul, today I wanted to 
talk to you about your interest in art and I was wondering if you could tell me 
about how your interest in art developed? 

05-00:00:37 
Bissinger: Well, it started very early. First of all, art was a big deal in our bigger family, 

and so, many of the people that surrounded me were artists of one kind or 
another. My grandmother, Florence Walter, was a world renowned 
bookbinder. We donated most of her bindings and manuscripts and other 
materials to the Book Club of California, where she was the first woman 
president many years ago. Her oldest daughter, Nell, was a well-regarded 
painter. My mother's younger sister, Carol, was a wonderful craftsperson; 
weaving and baskets were very wonderful and imaginative. Several of the 
offspring of those people all have gone into the arts in one way or another. My 
grandmother’s brother-in-law, Florence Walter’s brother, Edgar Walter, was 
an artist, too. He was a sculpture. In our opera house, there are two big horses 
over the proscenium which he sculpted.  

Now, my parents always seemed to have some Asian art around, and they 
traveled a lot. After World War II, they started going to Japan to resurrect a 
small business that we had there before the war. That blossomed and further 
developed my interest in that particular art form. 

 Then, when I was in the navy for two years, I traded watches so that I could 
have a whole day or more, in some instances, to see Japan a little bit. I would 
get on a bus or a train and I would just go places. There were always school 
kids that wanted to show me around and practice their English. I had a 
wonderful time. I saw a lot of wonderful things: the gardens, all the different 
art forms. The one thing I kind of got fixated on was contemporary Japanese 
wood block prints. They had the great merit of being in my budget, which was 
very small, and they were not expensive at all. Names like Saito and Sekino 
were very big names in those days.  

 I brought home all this stuff. And one of my best friends from Exeter days, 
Don Pfeifer, his mother Raida, R-A-I-D-A, was on the board of the Little 
Rock Museum, and she was intrigued at my enthusiasm for these Japanese 
woodblock prints. She suggested that I send them down to Little Rock and 
they would put them on exhibit there. There were several other fellows who 
had also developed a passion for these woodblock prints. We put our 
collections together and picked a representative selection from them. I think 
mine was the biggest; I think I had nine prints and Tom Timberlake had six. 
But it was enough that it made a real show. Apparently it was a great success. 
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I could say that I started exhibiting my collection in 1960. Sounds good. 
[Laughs] So, that was a lot of fun. 

 Then, the Bissinger & Company business in Japan blossomed and I had gone 
back into the family business. They started sending me to Asia. I would go to 
Japan, Taiwan, South Korea, the Philippines, wherever we did business. Japan 
just was captivating. I just loved everything about it. The people, considering 
what had transpired not too many years prior, they were courteous and warm 
and helpful, I learned enough Japanese [including taking Japanese lessons in 
San Francisco] to fumble my way into where is the train station, and things 
like that.  

05-00:06:35  
Farrell: What was it about the woodblocks that you liked? 

05-00:06:42 
Bissinger: They were inexpensive, they were beautiful. They covered a wide range of 

subjects. They had wonderful instincts. I brought a number of them home 
already framed in Japan, which of course cost less, too. I don’t think I have 
any other particular points to make about that. 

05-00:07:19 
Farrell: Were your parents involved with Asian art as well? 

05-00:07:23 
Bissinger: Oh, yeah, because, as I said, on their trips to Japan they really started buying 

significant amounts of stuff. And then Avery Brundage—big industrialist 
from Chicago—instead of giving his enormous collection, I think it was 
several thousand items, instead of giving it to Chicago, we got it for San 
Francisco. My mother and father were among the very small group of people 
who really got this together, and my mother in fact, was considered to be the 
final knockout blow. Avery Brundage was dour, difficult, not particularly 
pleasant guy, but he loved to dance and my mother was a wonderful dancer, 
and she would take him dancing at night. So, the legend arose that my mother 
danced the collection into San Francisco, which makes a good tale, but like all 
such tales, there are other people who did a lot of wonderful things, too. 

 I don’t know about my father, but I know my mother was on the board from 
the very beginning until the day she died, which covers quite a range because 
she died in 2002. She had just turned ninety.  

[Section removed by narrator.] 

05-00:10:06 
Bissinger: All this activity was just exploding in our circle of people with similar 

interests. Actually, not quite exploding. Kathy was an art history major at 
Wellesley, but they didn’t even offer a course on Asian art, so she knew little 
about it. Just about the day she arrived, my mother handed her a stack of fliers 
to distribute around town encouraging people to vote yes on a proposition to 
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build a new building in Golden Gate Park to house the Brundage Collection. 
This was one of the key things Brundage demanded he must have.  

Kathy was launched into this environment right away, and she started taking 
courses from very prominent world renowned scholars, principally over at 
UC. She’s very smart and she picked up a lot of knowledge very quickly.  

[Following my mother’s death,] she went on the board. Actually, there’s two 
parts; there’s a board and a commission. The board supposedly runs the 
operation, and the commission owns the building and the art. Every time you 
give a little pot to the museum, it belongs to the city, which is kind of a 
nuance but it’s real.  

 Kathy went on the commission. Effectively, the two vote together on 
everything. There’s other requirements for the commission, such as there has 
to be certain percentage attendance. So, the city has its say. 

 But we have a very good relationship with the city, actually, which has been 
not without effort. Kathy’s a wonderful board member. She’s a very wise 
person. She has a great knack for being able to say no to people in a nice way.  

[One of Kathy’s first assignments was to define the roles of each committee to 
eliminate overlaps, particularly as it pertained to travel programs.] Sometimes 
they would have two groups going to the same place in the same year, so 
Kathy massaged their egos and got them to agree to a workable plan. That 
sounds like that’s no big deal, but it was a big deal because it was hard to 
achieve.  

 Her voice is listened to. She’s on the acquisition committee, which is a fun 
committee, and she’s on the development committee. We have a very good 
development department and right now we’re in the midst of a capital drive. 

05-00:14:43 
Farrell: Can you tell me a little bit more about your mother’s involvement with the 

opening of the Asian Art Museum as a wing in the de Young. That opened on 
June 11, 1966, and you mentioned that there was a proposition to open it up in 
Golden Gate Park. Can you tell me about some of your memories of that or 
your mom’s role in that process? 

05-00:15:08 
Bissinger: You know, I really don’t have a recollection of that. 

05-00:15:15 
Farrell: Do you remember if the city was supportive of it? 

05-00:15:21 
Bissinger: Well, within reason. I think they didn’t know much about art in general or 

Asian art in particular, despite the large Asian population we have here. I’m 



 Oral History Center, The Bancroft Library, University of California Berkeley 82 

 

not sure that the de Young and the other museums were so thrilled to have 
new competition for donor money, largely. There’s a lot of people who 
consider most Asian art to be craft rather than art. I mean, there’s that strange 
uncertain gray line, which side goes which way. I think it must have been a 
wonderful event. But in the early years, there were all these nice ladies who 
were active in the museum, but they were not the big money people, and it 
took a while before we started getting seven figure contributions. 

05-00:16:55 
Farrell: Is that when the discussion started about moving to an independent space? 

05-00:17:01 
Bissinger: Yeah. I think the de Young didn’t want—they looked down their noses at the 

Asian, frankly, and they wanted to call the shots. It became increasingly 
apparent, as the collection was growing, too, that we had to be on our own. 

 At that time, the new library on Van Ness Avenue was about to be built, and 
so, what do to with the old main library. You couldn’t tear it down because it 
was architecturally protected. And Dianne Feinstein really was the one who 
got involved and called in some of her chips and got the thing rolling. 

 We would have been—financially—vastly better off to have bought some 
cheap land south of Market, like the SFMoMA did. The remodeling of the old 
library building was hugely expensive. We had enormous costs in building a 
whole new underground earthquake prevention system. But it got done. It 
wasn’t perfect. I think after the years that have transpired, they have 
wonderful leadership and excellent consultants. The development department 
is doing really well, and I think the plans they’ve come up with will be great. 

05-00:19:22 
Farrell: You and Kathy have a collection there. Can you tell me a little bit about 

developing that and the process of donating that? 

05-00:19:31 
Bissinger: Yeah. We started collecting contemporary Japanese ceramics, and I’m not 

sure why we got so interested in that; maybe we just liked it. My mother’s 
older sister, Nell, once I was criticizing her art as a boastful teenager would 
do, and she said, “People think they know what they like and it’s not true; 
they like what they know.” I think that’s true in music, art, all kinds of things; 
the more you know about it the more appreciation you get out of it.  

As a matter of fact, that takes me back to a wonderful man named Sandor 
Salgo, who taught music at Stanford. I was trying to be a music minor, but I 
couldn’t even read music even though I played the guitar quite well. Sandor 
Salgo opened his classes with a remark along the lines that, maybe there’s 
nobody in this classroom who’ll end up having a career in music or music 
administration. However, the fact that you are learning more about music here 
in the classroom means that you’ll be a more appreciative and knowledgeable 



 Oral History Center, The Bancroft Library, University of California Berkeley 83 

 

listener in the audience, and more effective in administration and on boards. 
This is not a waste of time. It has great value, actually.  

I wrote him a letter when he retired and reminded him of that, and he was very 
moved. I saw him at a concert subsequently. He held my hand. His wife, 
Priscilla, ran the chorus at the Bach Festival and he ran the music. Along the 
way, when you’re involved in the arts—music, art, whatever—you meet so 
many interesting people, and that’s part of the reason why it’s fun doing. 

 Another thing, we feel that there are two types of collectors; people who trust 
their own eye, see as much as they can, and go look at other museums. Their 
collections reflect their personality and what kind of people they are. There’s 
other collections that are assembled by consultants, and they look like that. 
They’re more—sterile is maybe too strong a word, but you don’t look at them 
and say, “This is an interesting person. I’d like to meet them.” 

 We got interested and we started buying a few things. It was Dessa Goddard 
from the Bonham’s and Butterfield’s auction house advised us. She said, 
“Next time you’re here in New York, you really should go and visit a woman 
named Joan Mirviss, who is the great goddess of contemporary Japanese 
ceramics.”  

 We were in New York. We went to visit her, and I think we bought maybe 
three or four, maybe five pieces. Some of which were big. I’m looking up 
there. [Camera pans to art on the wall.] The piece in the middle which is kind 
of this shape and with a lot of horizontal black and red stripes? [Gestures] 
That’s one of the original pieces we bought from her. The one on the bottom, 
right, there’s some slabs? That is by an artist who, at that time, had very little 
money and couldn’t afford to buy good clay. So he said, what can I do with 
this junky stuff? He made what have come to be called plates. Each one is 
separate, so you can assemble it any old way you want. 

05-00:24:44 
Farrell: Oh, interesting. 

 
05-00:24:45 
Bissinger: They’re quite charming. I don’t know exactly how poor he was, but it makes 

for a good story.  

 Joan Mirviss got us—and she’s a wonderful woman. She’s become a very, 
very good friend of ours. As a matter of fact, against our better judgment—
which is the way it always happens—we just bought another piece from her a 
couple of days ago. There’s one that should be arriving next Monday or 
Tuesday. Then we’re done for the year, I hope, but we always say that. 
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 It does get to be a—obsession is maybe too strong a word—but a disease. It is 
a sickness, it’s a compulsion, and you find it hard to resist if you’re in that 
mode. 

05-00:26:02 
Farrell: How do you decide what to collect? 

05-00:26:05 
Bissinger: You mean, among different artists? Well, if you look at the diversity up there 

[gestures to art on the wall], I can say that the variety of shapes and forms and 
textures, colors, they’re all so very different. 

05-00:26:34 
Farrell: What do you like? When you look at a piece, what are you deciding factors? 

What sort of speaks to you about that? 

05-00:26:42 
Bissinger: Well, those elements, it just comes together where they’ve got an interesting, 

novel new shape or design or surface treatment. Look at the middle one on the 
far right. That looks like glass, but the artist has developed a knack of— 

05-00:27:07 
Farrell: That’s ceramic? 

05-00:27:09 
Bissinger: Oh, yes. Absolutely. Everything there is ceramic. Even behind the piano, that 

white flower that’s kind of unfolding? Every bit about—all the tiny, little 
parts—everything is ceramic. 

05-00:27:28 
Farrell: When you were thinking about donating parts of your collection to the Asian 

Art Museum, how did you decide what to donate as part of your collection? 

05-00:27:42 
Bissinger: We simply decided that we would leave the collection to the Asian Art 

Museum and they could [select what they want.] Like, when my mother died, 
they poured over [her art collection. They came] to her house, and there was 
one person for ceramics, and one person for scrolls, and another person for 
basketry, etc. They went through everything and took what they wanted. We 
will give them—well, I don’t know. I’m not going to disclose the details 
because it’s not necessary. 

05-00:28:23 
Farrell: That’s fine. 

05-00:28:25 
Bissinger: One way or another, our boys will get their choice of one or two pieces, and 

everything else goes to the museum. 
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05-00:28:34 
Farrell: Okay. I’m also interested in the Asian Art Museum’s curation. You mentioned 

that Kathy is on the acquisitions committee. Do you have a sense of how they 
think about acquiring pieces, kind of what their parameters are for that?  

05-00:28:55 
Bissinger: Well, it must be—the cost of having a piece cross their threshold is enormous, 

because they have to enter it in [the database, give it] an extensive description, 
they have to insure it, they have to catalogue it, they have to find a place to 
store it, and they have to attend to repairs as needed. No matter how 
wonderful we might think things are, they can’t afford to take stuff that they 
can’t actually use, either for study purposes or for exhibitions. They also lend 
pieces out. If Cleveland is doing a show on these little tea pots, they might 
say, oh, you have so many of them, could we borrow half a dozen for a year, 
or whatever.  

05-00:30:15 
Farrell: Aside from the artists that you were just talking about, do you have some 

favorite artists? 

05-00:30:21 
Bissinger: Something what? 

05-00:30:22 
Farrell: Aside from the artists you were just talking about, are there any other that you 

consider to be your favorites? 

05-00:30:27 
Bissinger: Oh, I didn’t necessarily figure those to be favorites. You know, every time I 

look at some of these pieces, I see something new or different, and so it’s hard 
to choose. Here’s another thing Kathy is great at; she is trained as an art 
history major to be more analytical in how she looks at things. I’m more, 
that’s great. I like it. Let’s get it I can’t even remember the names of these 
artists. We bought two Chinese ink drawings, one of which has gone up 
hugely in value we think. I wasn’t particularly excited about them when we 
bought them, but she was excited and she was dead right. She’s got a good 
eye with another perspective. 

 Now, behind you, the middle white-ish piece on the wall? [Camera pans to 
wall.] That’s a piece that combines the aesthetics of the West and the East. 
There was a period in Japan where that was—they all wanted to have a 
Western touch to what they were doing, so the bowl itself—which is upside 
down there, I think. Maybe not. That’s Japanese. But, the etchings, the 
decoration, the glaze, are Western because what they’ve done, they’ve found a 
tool that’s got all the numbers, one through ten or one through nine, and a lot 
of the alphabet. And they’ve imprinted the shell with that as décor. So I mean, 
that’s not a very pretty piece, but actually in the show at Joan Mirviss’ gallery 
in New York, the professor of Asian art from Dartmouth said that’s the best 
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piece in the show. But when he says “best,” he’s including a lot of 
considerations, not particularly including beauty. 

05-00:33:39 
Farrell: Do you know what some of those considerations are? 

05-00:33:43 
Bissinger: What they are? 

05-00:33:43 
Farrell: Yeah. I mean, for somebody who might be listening to this who isn’t quite 

sure what those considerations are to make a piece the best in a show. 

05-00:33:54 
Bissinger: Whether it’s historic, how many comparable pieces there are known to exist, 

where this ranks for one reason or another, what the artist—if they know who 
it is—what he was thinking when he made it, had he traveled in Europe. 

05-00:34:30 
Farrell: It’s all context. 

05-00:34:32 
Bissinger: Yeah. 

05-00:34:33 
Farrell: What has the role of art meant to you in your life? 

05-00:34:40 
Bissinger: Well, for so many reasons that we’ve discussed, it’s been a huge, huge 

enrichment of my life, which includes getting to know people like Joan 
Mirviss. We’ve traveled with her to Japan several times. We always have 
dinner with her in New York. She’s just a terrific person. That’s an example 
of somebody who’s enriched our lives. The museum staff, the curators, these 
are wonderful people. They work hard, long hours, and they don’t get paid a 
lot of money but they love what they’re doing and that transmits. 

 When our show opened in August of 2015, there was a preview where a few 
of us could come and see it. I mean, I started crying. They had fulfilled so 
much of what we’d aspired to do, including [overcoming some political 
issues], because there was not universal support for contemporary art 
throughout the museum. It’s not traditional, it doesn’t connect visually with 
traditional forms and so forth. But the attendance was staggering. School kids 
adored it. Adults said it was so exciting, it’s so different than anything we’ve 
ever seen. It’s just got, for indescribable reasons, so much charm and 
liveliness.  

05-00:37:13 
Farrell: You have your mic on, so just—this one? Is that what you're looking for? 
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05-00:37:17 
Bissinger: Let me see. What is that one? 

05-00:37:22 
Farrell: This is going to be difficult because of the equipment. 

05-00:37:33 
Bissinger: No, this is just—that one. 

05-00:37:31 
Farrell: This one? 

05-00:37:32 
Bissinger: Although we have this piece, too. 

05-00:37:35 
Farrell: Is this what you wanted? [Gestures to book.] 

05-00:37:36 
Bissinger: Yeah, that piece, there. Women were not allowed to participate in this art until 

maybe fifty years ago. This was the first show that was exclusively for women 
ceramic artists, clay artists. The show traveled to maybe seven or eight 
different venues all over the world. It ended up in Maui where there was a 
symposium which we went to. This was the biggest and most dramatic piece 
in the show. We bought it, but it was so big. There was no place we could 
keep it at home, so it just stayed at the museum. We gave it to the museum. 
They were thrilled and we were thrilled. It goes two ways, you know? We’re 
so delighted to be able to do something like that. As I look through this, I can 
point to a whole bunch of them where we have similar pieces. 

 The infection seems to be metastasizing, because our younger son, Matthew, 
is on a junior committee at the Asian Art Museum, which is to get people in 
their thirties and forties interested in being potential board members. 

05-00:39:51 
Farrell: What’s [Matthew’s] role been with the Asian Art Museum? 

05-00:39:56 
Bissinger: Well, he goes to meetings. He sat on the development committee, maybe 

some of the other committees, I don’t know. He does as much as he can. He 
really doesn’t have any money. He has a retail store which is not a cash cow, 
but he’s got great taste. He’s got wonderful instincts. His store is terrific and is 
doing quite well. A lot of it is an expression of his own taste. I equate it a little 
bit to Gump’s, which in its earlier years when Dick Gump was actually 
running the store, had its own personality.  

05-00:41:00 
Farrell: You had mentioned before that when you look at a collection, you like when 

it’s someone’s personal collection as opposed to a consultant’s where you 
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can’t really tell much; it kind of lacks character. What do you think that your 
collection says about you? 

05-00:41:24 
Bissinger: I don’t know, but it apparently does say something about us because that’s 

what a lot of people tell us; they say, “It’s so you.” It doesn’t look like [it was 
assembled by a consultant]. We were told this by the curators; they said, “You 
people have just wonderful taste.” I know there’s other people who have 
wonderful stuff, but it may not have the same, maybe just a little bit less in the 
shape or coloring or textures or whatever. 

05-00:42:27 
Farrell: What has it meant to you to have been involved with the Asian Art Museum? 

05-00:42:32 
Bissinger: It’s so exciting because [the museum] struggled for so many years, and now 

it’s really on a roll, and everybody’s thrilled. It’s a tourist attraction. We’re 
very sensitive to what’s going on in the community, ways that we can hook 
into. 

05-00:43:04 
Farrell: Is there anything else that you want to talk about in terms of art? 

05-00:43:24 
Bissinger: Of course, when you say the word art, now my sensory system says oh, 

contemporary Japanese ceramics. But we don’t have any really good scrolls. 
So, I think if anything, we would like to put a little more emphasis on that. We 
also have [started to collect] earlier ceramic works. Most of what we have 
bought is truly contemporary, but we now have a few things that go back a 
hundred years [or more]. 

05-00:44:24 
Farrell: This is kind of transitioning a little bit, but one thing you had mentioned that 

you wanted to talk a little bit about was Kathy’s career. We had talked a little 
bit before about when she was in New York she was working for the 
[Carnegie Endowment for International Peace and World Affairs] and kind of 
doing some event planning, and some administrative work. Can you tell me a 
little bit about her career trajectory after she moved to San Francisco? 

05-00:44:53 
Bissinger: Well, she went to Wellesley and then she worked at Peter Bent Brigham 

Hospital in a clerical position, which she hated. I’m not sure how the 
transition took place; she went to work for the [Carnegie Endowment]. [She 
arranged] conferences and meetings and so forth. She had a wonderful boss 
and she loved that world. It was just an exciting place to go every day.  

It also emphasizes how crazy the two of us were; she had to give up a 
wonderful job, all of her friends, all of her associations—and it was absolutely 
insanity. But, she’s been wonderful all these years, through thick and thin. 
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Mostly thick. When she came here to San Francisco, before we had kids, she 
worked in a couple of bookstores. She became the expert on children’s books, 
so she ordered all the children’s books, and she liked that.  

Then when we had our children, while they were young she dropped out of 
the workforce as a lot of other women at the time, maybe not men as well. She 
started working as a travel agent for an agency downtown. Then, she and my 
[distant cousin Daphne Bransten became business partners when they formed 
Travel Arts. Other investors included Joan Sinton.]  

They had the great advantage of being connected throughout the business and 
social ranks of the city. They had wonderful clients like the Chronicle and the 
Giants. Daphne loved baseball and loved knowing ahead of time who would 
be playing because she could see who’s being flown up from the minor 
leagues. [The business became] very successful. 

 There was one person who was not family and didn’t have any money to put 
into the business, so she was to be the president and run the place. [However, 
on a day to day basis,] some personality things developed, so they had to buy 
her out. When they did that, Kathy was made president. Now she had to work 
hard again—not that she wasn’t working hard before. She ran the place very 
well. She got systems in place that they needed to have. 

 [In 1995,] they sold out to a San Jose firm named Casto Travel, which is a 
sizable business. [Casto Travel was based in Silicon Valley and they wanted 
her San Francisco clientele.] Daphne decided to stay with Casto. She stayed 
with Casto, but Kathy didn’t want to work for anybody else. What she wanted 
to do was have a real ultra-high quality expensive, unique experience travel; a 
lot of service, a lot of handling, very special things the public in general 
doesn’t get to see. That was very successful. I mean, she did regular trips, too; 
she can book you on a cruise, or you can send you on a balloon trip anywhere. 
She became quite well acknowledged for her abilities, and I think it was 
around three years, Condé Nast magazine named her as one of the 100 top 
travel agents in the United States, with a specialty in Asian/Culture. That was 
fitting because we traveled so much in Asia, and indeed, we traveled a lot over 
the years. It’s wonderful that we had, because traveling now, you know, I’ve 
got Parkinson’s and other limitations, and traveling—at least the kind of 
adventure traveling we like to do—is not going to happen. 

 So, she’s been wonderful. As I’ve become more limited, she’s gradually had 
to take over more and more of running the household, finding caregivers, 
doctors and pills, all this stuff. It’s been a comfort to me but a burden to her, I 
think. It’s been far more difficult and stressful for her than for me, and she’s a 
wonderful person. 

05-00:52:30 
Farrell: You also mentioned that she’s a wonderful grandmother. 
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05-00:52:34 
Bissinger: Oh, yeah. We’ve got this one granddaughter, Hannah, who will be nine in 

September, and she’s a pistol. She’s an alpha girl. She’s [one of the tallest 
people] in her class, boys or girls, and she’s strong as an ox. She’s got a lean, 
beautiful figure and she’s very athletic. From an early age she was doing all 
kind of crazy things on the bars at the park. She loves to take gymnastics. She 
can do a double cartwheel perfect. She can be temperamental. That’s more 
around her parents than us. She’s perfect with us. 

05-00:53:44 
Farrell: I wanted to ask you at this point some reflective questions, and I wanted to 

start with what it’s meant to you to have been a lifelong resident in San 
Francisco. 

05-00:53:58 
Bissinger: Well, first of all, it’s a smallish universe of people, but more than you think. 

For one reason or another, I meet more and more people who are San 
Francisco natives, but it used to be a very small group when you're talking 
about third and fourth generation. I don’t know what it means. It doesn’t have 
the same panache as when the old residents were the dominant players in 
running the city. 

05-00:54:52 
Farrell: What has your involvement with art and music and [your cultural life meant to 

you?] 

05-00:55:09 
Bissinger: Well, I can think from the sanctuary of being eighty-three, I can say that 

music and art have been more meaningful to me than business. I was 
sufficiently successful and we’ve lived well, but I never had the focus or the 
intense pursuit of becoming the president of something. I like my music 
friends and my art friends. 

05-00:56:01 
Farrell: Lastly, what are your hopes for the future of the Asian Art Museum, or the 

San Francisco Youth Orchestra? What direction do you hope that those things 
that have been important to you in your cultural life, what direction do you 
hope they go in in the future? 

05-00:56:27 
Bissinger: Well, let’s take them separately. The youth orchestra has reached such a 

pinnacle of success, that it’s hard to really envision what more we could really 
do. The one area that I think would be interesting to explore would be to set 
up a junior youth orchestra, to use kids who are not yet ready for the youth 
orchestra, and where they could train.  

We already have an instrument training program. Private lessons, everything 
we do is free. The kids pay nothing, except when we go on tour when there’s a 
small percentage of the tour that we hope most of them can pay. [We purchase 
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quality instruments that we loan to the kids.] We restring all the string 
instruments every year. [Above all in importance,] we have this fabulous 
coaching team made up of members of the big symphony who love the kids; 
they are mentors to them.  

We have a lot of Asian kids. I would guess it must be, if not 50 percent, at 
least 40 percent are Asian, and they’re coming more and more from other 
countries than just China and Japan and Korea. The last concert we had a 
wonderful piece that was for a gamelan. A group of I think six of the kids, 
they got somebody who knew gamelan to coach them, and they learned to 
play gamelan. That was terrific. We’re reaching out like that. 

 We have not been able to find more than a handful of black American 
musicians, [but] we’ve had some particular successes. One who comes to 
mind, is a black boy from the projects. He lived with his grandmother. He 
didn’t even know who his parents were. He was a trumpet player.  

He had a friend [whose father] was a doorman at the Fairmont, and Wynton 
Marsalis was in town, so this doorman arranged for Jerome and his friend to 
come hear Wynton play. After wards, they were taken back stage and met 
Wynton and he said, “I hear you're a trumpet player. Would you come by and 
play for me tomorrow?” Jerome did and Wynton said, “You play really well. 
Who do you study with?” He said, “Never had a lesson.” Wynton said, 
“Starting tomorrow, you’ll be studying with one of the conservatory trumpet 
teachers.” Wynton said, “The trumpet you're using is not right for you,” and 
he gave him one of his trumpets [and paid for his lessons].  

Some years later, Jerome got in some trouble and it kind of sidetracked his 
career. I asked Wynton, “Do you remember a kid named Jerome who you 
helped out some years ago?” “Jerome?” he said. “I talk to him at least once a 
week. I talked to him this morning.” I said, “How’s he doing?” “He’s doing 
good. Coming along. He gets gigs here and there.” There’s nice things like 
that that happen. But we need to broaden the base, I think. We never aspired 
to be a teaching program. This is a pre-professional orchestral training 
experience.  

05-01:01:31 
Farrell: How about the Asian Art Museum? What direction do you hope that goes 

into? 

 
05-01:01:35 
Bissinger: Well, there’s one other couple that has a sizeable collection [of contemporary 

Japanese ceramics] as we do, and between the two of us, we could put the 
Asian Art Museum today on a ranking right up there among the top half dozen 
collections in the country, including one from one [in New York] of the 
earliest and best collectors. They are leaving [their collection] to the 
[Metropolitan Museum of Art]. 
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 We can’t be all things to all people; we don’t have a big enough building. 
Eventually we’re going to have to do something about that, but that’s a long-
term eventuality. I’d like to see us have certain categories where we are the 
best you can find anywhere. I guess there’s parts of the world where—maybe 
we don’t have enough art from the Sudan or Siberia. I don’t know. I can’t 
remember, what’s the word for a historical—the de Young is—they’ve got 
something from everywhere. 

05-01:03:07 
Farrell: From all eras? 

05-01:03:12 
Bissinger: Well, it’s a comprehensive collection. I mean, they have Oceanic art [as well 

as] Eskimo art, for all I know. Never is a long time, but I think at this point, 
with the resources that we have, we’re better off building on what we have 
already. That would be my goal for the museum, and that’s just my own 
thoughts. 

05-01:04:00 
Farrell: Is there anything else you want to add before we wrap up? 

05-01:04:04 
Bissinger: I think one of your earlier questions was, how San Francisco has changed over 

the time I’ve lived here. It has changed in two significant ways; first of all, 
when I grew up, we were a big headquarters city. We had lots of major 
corporations. We had all these department stores; Liebes, I. Magnin, White 
House, and so forth. We had shipping companies, we had oil companies, 
Chevron, Bank of America. We had big, major headquarters companies.  

 The other way it’s changed, it’s gotten so big, so crowded. The quality of life, 
I think, has deteriorated. You have to come across the bridge? Do you drive? 

 
05-01:05:32 
Farrell: I live five minutes from here, but yeah. 

05-01:05:34 
Bissinger: Oh. So you don’t have a problem. 

05-01:05:36 
Farrell: Not getting here, but getting to Berkeley, I drive. 

 
05-01:05:39 
Bissinger: Yeah. Well, it’s getting to be a bigger consideration for a lot of people, just 

how you structure your life to live with the difficulty of congestion. For 
example, we go to the opera. We’re going tonight to see Rigoletto. We take 
one of the cab services now. We don’t even try to drive down and park. We 
don’t know what the traffic will be like, and by the time we get there, the 
parking [garage is nearly full], you could be up on the roof. We’re one of the 
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few people left that have not sold their big old family homes and moved into a 
condominium.  

 We were up in Sonoma for a month. It’s so glorious. It’s peaceful. We’re 
about half a dozen blocks from the square. Just far enough. The birds are 
chirping and you take walks and you aren’t constantly getting out of the way 
of cars. Those are two ways. 

 The third way, I guess, would be that, when I was young, the [arts were] in 
San Francisco. There was no Houston opera, no Los Angeles opera, no Seattle 
opera, no Salt Lake opera. Oklahoma, I think west of the Mississippi, there 
was very, very little. I don’t think they had major museums. People came to 
San Francisco as a destination for culture in its many forms, whereas today, 
Stanford, Cal, Sacramento, Crocker Museum, Stanford’s got a burgeoning 
museum life, and music. Look at all the different music halls, concert halls or 
places to play that there are today. The conservatory has a nice space. Herbst 
has been fixed up, the opera house has been fixed up, symphony had acoustics 
fixed up. There’s lots and lots of new performing spaces. 

Those are some observations, for whatever they’re worth. We feel very 
fortunate that we’ve been able to live in a nice area and have beautiful 
outlooks like this. 

05-01:08:56 
Farrell: Yeah, it’s beautiful. 

05-01:08:57 
Bissinger: Kathy hates the fog and the wind. It doesn’t bother me, but the sunshine out in 

Sonoma is nice, too. We’ve had a very nice life. I think we've made a 
contribution. It’s fun to be part of a community’s expansion. 

05-01:09:29 
Farrell: Yeah. Well, thank you so much. 

05-01:09:33 
Bissinger: You’re very welcome. This has been a great pleasure. 

[End of Interview]  
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i See Appendix A for Marjorie Bissinger Profile 
ii See Appendix B for Bissinger Ancestors 
iii See Appendix A for Bissinger’s resume. 
iv See Appendix B for “Stars and Stripes”  
v See Appendix E for “The Story of To-Jin Okichi” 
vi See Appendix F for Bissinger’s newsletters 
vii See Appendix G for supplement on Junior Chamber of Commerce 
viii See Appendix F for Starduster’s flyer 
ix See Appendix D for email from Dick Mansfield 
x See Appendix E for San Francisco Symphony Youth Orchestra “Decades of Critical Acclaim” 
xi See Appendix F for San Francisco Symphony Youth Orchestra Conductors 
xii See Appendix G for San Francisco Symphony Youth Orchestra Rules of Participation 
xiii See Appendix H for San Francisco Symphony Youth Orchestra 70th Birthday Performance 
Dedication and tributes 
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Bissinger with Ron Gallman 
 

 
 
Bissinger with wife, Kathy 
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Bissinger with Alasdair Neals (ON L) Phyllis Watting (ON R) 
 

 
 
Bissinger with Agnes Albert 
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Bissinger Family at Marjorie Bissinger’s 90th Birthday 
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Bissinger and wife, Kathy, at the beach 
 

 
 
 Bissinger as a young Boy Scout 
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Bissinger with sons, Stephen and Matthew 
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Bissinger siblings 
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Bissinger skiing 
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Bissinger Collection Exhibit at the Asian Art Museum 
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Appendix H: Stardusters Flyer



Paul Bissinger

From: 
Date: 
To: 

Subject: 

"Richard Mansfield" <rgmans34@gmail.com> 
Tuesday, October 31, 2017 10:42 AM 
"Paul Eissinger" <paulbis.sf@gmail.com> 
Melodians 

Paul, thank you (and Kathy!) again for the wonderful time we spent with you yesterday. 

Page 1 of 1 

The three-piece combo in which you (guitar) and I (accordion) performed during the last half of our 
senior year at Exeter was called the Melodians (I'm not sure why). The third member was Charles 
(Charlie) Forbes, a member of the class of 1954, who was a first-rate cellist who learned and played the 
contrabass with us and with the Royal Exonians; the online alumni directorysays he graduated from 
Harvard in 1959 and received the M.S. from Manhattan School of Music in 1961, and that he now lives 
in Langhorne, PA, with his wife; they had four kids. His email address is listed as cdfcello@gmail.com, 
which suggests that he remained active in music. I used to have an 8xl0 glossy photo of the three ofus, 
but I haven't been able to find it. 

All the best. 

Dick 

Dick Mansfield 
rgmans34@gmail.com 

Virus-free. www.avg.com 

3/26/2018 

Appendix I: Email from Dick Mansfield
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Appendix M1: SF YO Bissinger 
Performance Dedication



Appendix M2: SF YO Bissinger 70th Birthday Tribute



- Presented to

PAUL BISSINGER, JR. 
by the 

Parents, Musicians and Staff 
of the 

San Francisco Symphony 

Youth Orchestra 
on Sunday, June 18, 1989 

in appreciation for 

eight years of dedicated leadership as 

Chairman 

of the 

Youth Orchestra Committee 

Appendix M3: Tribute Binder
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