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Burt Bassler (right) and his partner, Gloria Lotten, at Curry Canyon Ranch in April 2018. Photo 
by Al Johnson. 
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Abstract 

Burt Bassler is a human resources consultant and longtime supporter of Save Mount Diablo 
(SMD), serving as the current treasurer and chair of the Finance Committee. Bassler was born in 
Chicago, Illinois, in 1935. He attended the University of Illinois and later did graduate work at 
the University of Illinois Institute of Labor and Employment Relations. Bassler and his family 
moved to Danville, California, in 1977. He joined SMD's Development Committee in 1998, 
joined the Finance Committee in 2007, and became treasurer in 2010. In this interview, Bassler 
discusses growing up in Chicago in the 1930s and 1940s; attending the University of Illinois and 
the University of Illinois Institute of Labor and Employment Relations; his career in human 
resources, including with Exxon Research and Engineering, and Eastern Airlines; taking a 
position in San Francisco and moving to the East Bay in 1977; founding Bassler Associates, Inc. 
in 1982; his interest in horseback riding and meeting Bob Marx; early connections to SMD, 
including joining the Development Committee, interacting with longtime staff member Seth 
Adams, early office space, and leadership; interactions with SMD, including growth, search 
committee for executive director Ted Clement, fundraisers like the Forever Wild Capital 
Campaign and Moonlight on the Mountain, financial challenges and expansion, political 
advocacy, community partnerships, land acquisition and stewardship, and SMD's COVID-19 
response; his personal contributions to SMD, including stock market investment, strengthening 
the membership of the Finance Committee, and maintaining staff through employee 
compensation packages; and his hopes for the future of SMD. 
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Project History 

By the early 1970s, the Bay Area was in the midst of great social and cultural change. With plans 
for the extension of BART into the East Bay, and suburban sprawl threatening Mount Diablo and 
other open spaces, Save Mount Diablo (SMD) answered a call to action. SMD was founded by 
Dr. Mary Bowerman and Arthur Bonwell in 1971. It became a nationally accredited land trust 
based in the San Francisco Bay Area comprised of biologists, conservationists, hikers, cyclists, 
equestrians, bird watchers, artists, and people who just loved to look at and enjoy the mountain. 
SMD has been preserving lands on and around Mount Diablo and educating the public to the 
mountain’s natural values since its founding. However, the organization’s focus on educational 
programs and protecting Mount Diablo’s connection to its sustaining Diablo Range has grown 
substantially over the last few years due in part to new leadership and the growing severity of the 
climate crisis. As an organization, Save Mount Diablo is both an exceptional example of local 
land conservation efforts, as well as representative of national and international environmental 
activism that extends beyond the Bay Area. This oral history project began in 2021 as SMD 
approached its fiftieth anniversary. Most of the interviews were conducted remotely due to the 
global COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Interview 1: July 28, 2021 

01-00:00:00   
Tewes: This is an interview with Burt Bassler for the Save Mount Diablo Oral History 

Project, in association with the Oral History Center at UC Berkeley. The 
interview is being conducted by Amanda Tewes on July 28, 2021. Mr. Bassler 
joins me in this remote interview from Pleasanton, California, and I am in 
Walnut Creek, California. So thanks so much for joining me today, Burt. 

01-00:00:26  
Bassler: You're welcome. 

01-00:00:28  
Tewes: Let's start at the very beginning. 

01-00:00:29  
Bassler: Okay. 

01-00:00:30  
Tewes: Can you tell me about when and where you were born? 

01-00:00:35  
Bassler: Chicago, [Illinois], 1935. It's a long time ago. [laughs] 

01-00:00:42  
Tewes: A long [time]. 

01-00:00:43  
Bassler: But I still remember it. Go ahead. 

01-00:00:46  
Tewes: What was it like growing up in Chicago in the thirties and forties? 

01-00:00:49  
Bassler: Well, you know, I had nothing to compare it to. It isn't like, God, I wish I was 

somewhere else. It was blue-collar family, blue-collar working neighborhood, 
very ethnic—Polish, as it turns out, although I'm not Polish. And I don't know, 
it was—when you say, "What was it like," it was what it was, you know what 
I mean? And I can't really qualitatively evaluate it. I would say it was fine, 
yeah. I have a real affection for Chicago, so yeah, I think it was great. Not 
great, it was okay. [laughs] 

01-00:01:53  
Tewes: Can you tell me what your neighborhood, and maybe the larger city, looked 

like, especially during the war years? 

01-00:01:59  
Bassler: Yeah. Well, the neighborhood—do you know what the Loop is in Chicago? 

Okay. So basically, we're like four or five miles from the Loop, which is very 
close, so it's really—I guess they would call it inner city now. And again, 
nobody had any money. I mean, everybody worked in jobs that were—I don't 
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want to say menial, but I can remember one of my neighbors was a—his dad 
was a truck driver's helper. That was his job, and he supported a family that 
way. My dad was a painter and a wallpaper hanger. So and that's how just 
about everybody there was. I don't know anyone that was like a lawyer or a 
doctor. There wasn't anybody like that that I'm aware of that lived there. So it 
was that kind of a bringing up, yeah. 

01-00:03:13  
Tewes: Well, given that you lived in the city, I'm curious what kind of interaction you 

had with nature and things like that. 

01-00:03:21  
Bassler: Yeah. [laughs] Oh, close to zero, maybe? Yeah. In Chicago they do have 

parks, of course, and they do have what they call forest preserves, and those 
were fairly nearby. Once in a while, either with neighbors or my family, we'd 
have a picnic there, but that was pretty rare. So I would say I had really no 
appreciation for environmental stuff or open space. As I recall, I had no 
appreciation for that whatsoever, yeah. It's not that I didn't like it, I just didn't 
care about it. You know, I mean, it wasn't part of my life. 

01-00:04:24  
Tewes: And when did that change for you? 

01-00:04:29  
Bassler: You know, that's a good question. I don't know exactly when, but you know, 

sometime in my adulthood I became more and more aware of the importance 
of the environment. Not to the extent that I feel that way now, but I just 
became more aware and interested in it, and wanted—always felt I wanted to 
do my part. But it was not a real strong motivating factor. So that's kind of a 
hard question, but somewhere along the line, I started getting interested in it. 

01-00:05:32  
Tewes: That's all right. We'll talk more about what those interests are in a little bit. 

01-00:05:37  
Bassler: Okay. 

01-00:05:38  
Tewes: But I believe you attended the University of Illinois? 

01-00:05:41  
Bassler: Yes. 

01-00:05:44  
Tewes: Can you tell me about that decision to apply there in 1953? 

01-00:05:47  
Bassler: I believe I was the first person in our extended family to go to college. My dad 

had nine brothers and sisters. My mother had four brothers and sisters. None 
of them had any significant education at all. My mother never went to high 
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school. She graduated from grammar [school]. My dad had one year of—I'm 
sorry, one semester of high school. They had to go to work. They had to go to 
work and help support those big families. And that was true just about—my 
cousins, I don't know any of them that went. Maybe since then many of them 
did or some of them did, but at that time, I was the only one that, I think, went 
to college. Why the University of Illinois? It was either that or a junior 
college. I couldn't afford anything else. I mean, I didn't even think of anything 
else. That's the only one that made any sense for me, so that's where I went. 
And incidentally, very glad that I did. I mean, I really—I loved going. The 
fact that I went and was educated there, I value that. It was probably not even 
a decision. It was something that if I wanted to go to college, that's what I had 
to do. But it was a good move for me, I think. 

01-00:07:44  
Tewes: And what did you study there? 

01-00:07:47  
Bassler: Business, yeah. Undergraduate I got—now they would call it, or for many 

years it was called business administration. When I was there, it was called 
management, but it was what we'd call business administration now. So I got 
my bachelor's degree in 1957, and then I did two years of graduate work at 
what was at that time called the Institute of Labor and Industrial Relations, 
because I was getting—I was very interested in what we used to call 
personnel, but now it's called human resources, of course. And so that's why I 
wanted to get a master's degree at the Institute, yeah. 

01-00:08:36  
Tewes: What was it that interested you about personnel or human resources? 

01-00:08:40  
Bassler: That's a good one that I can probably answer pretty specifically. I had a 

professor as either a junior and/or a senior—I don't recall which, but I took at 
least two courses from him. He was in the Department of Management. His 
name was Earl Planty, and he had retired from Johnson & Johnson. He was 
the top HR person. This is at a time when HR, you know, was kind of a, yeah, 
kind of a marginal function. It wasn't as important as it is today or has been 
for many years. And I was just really impressed with him. He was a great 
professor. I got to know him personally when I went to graduate school, and I 
was a faculty member—I didn't tell you when I went to graduate school, I also 
had a part-time teaching assistant, whatever you call it, job, and that was in 
the Department of Management, even though I was studying at the Institute of 
Labor and Industrial Relations. I was teaching Management 101, but I was on 
the same faculty as Earl Planty. So I got to work with him a little bit on certain 
projects, and he just—it just influenced me, and I really thought I would like 
HR. So that's how I sort of made that decision. Yeah. 

01-00:10:35  
Tewes: And what did you do after you graduated with your degree? 
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01-00:10:39  
Bassler: I went to work in HR—not really, I started out in a management training 

program. This is when I completed the two-year master's, the master's degree. 
What did I do? Yeah, I started out as a management trainee for what was 
called Commonwealth Edison, which is like PG&E here. And then I did that 
for, I don't know, maybe a year-and-a-half or two years. And then I went to 
work for a cousin who owned a recruitment and employment agency, so I 
went to work for him for a couple of years. And then I went to work for 
Exxon Research and Engineering in New Jersey as an HR person. And that 
was sort of a big move, because it was a very—Exxon Research and 
Engineering was the premier—at that time, maybe still is—was the premier 
engineering and research organization in the petrochemical industry. If you 
worked for them, you were at the top of the heap, as far as the kinds of 
companies that you could work for. They were very selective, not just for 
engineers and scientists, but for administrative people like me in HR. 

01-00:12:29  
 Incidentally, I should tell you that I was a very good student at Illinois—as 

opposed to high school. [laughs] That's another story. I don't know if you want 
to get into that or not. But anyway, in college, I was—I graduated cum laude. 
I think I got one C in my whole four years as an undergraduate—maybe a 
couple of Bs, and all the rest were As. Esso Research and Engineering—it was 
Esso then, it's Exxon now—they put a high value on scholastic achievement, 
because they had studies that showed that success in college led to success in 
their organization, so it was a very selective kind of an elite group of people. 
And they really were, because I worked with some fantastic engineers and 
scientists, and yeah, it was very exciting. So I did that for probably two-and-
half years. 

01-00:13:51  
 Am I doing what you want me to do here, Amanda? 

01-00:13:57  
Tewes: This is just great. I'm curious how this career brings you to California. 

01-00:14:00  
Bassler: Oh, that's easy. Again, I won't get into all the details unless you want me to, 

but somebody that worked, actually for me—I was a supervisor at Exxon in 
the later part of the time that I was there, and somebody that was in my group 
went to work for Eastern Airlines in Miami. He contacted me and said, "Gee, 
we're looking for somebody with your background, a strong background in 
recruiting," which I did have. And you know, it was Miami. I wasn't too sad 
about leaving the winters here—or there in New Jersey. So I interviewed and 
went to work for Eastern Airlines for ten years. And then we lived in Miami, 
as I said. And then I got recruited as a vice president of HR for a company 
headquartered in San Francisco, so that's how I ended up here, yeah. 

01-00:15:24  
Tewes: And about when was that? 
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01-00:15:25  
Bassler: Pardon me? 

01-00:15:26  
Tewes: About when was that, that you made that transition to San Francisco? 

01-00:15:32  
Bassler: Nineteen seventy-seven. 

01-00:15:35  
Tewes: Wow! Okay. I'm curious— 

01-00:15:40  
Bassler: Were you even born then? But anyway— 

01-00:15:42  
Tewes: [laughs] No, no. 

01-00:15:44  
Bassler: Okay. 

01-00:15:45  
Tewes: What did San Francisco and the Bay Area look like in the late seventies? 

01-00:15:49  
Bassler: Well, it was, in a way, exciting. We're living in San Francisco, not in, but in 

the San Francisco [Bay Area], I mean, in all the whatever, you know, the 
image that San Francisco had at that time. We loved Miami, incidentally. It 
was a great place to live. It was a great place—when we were there—to raise a 
family. Incidentally, my oldest daughter went to high school with [Jeff] 
Bezos. Didn't know him, but it was in the same high school, same class. 
Anyway, yeah, so for my wife and I, it was really exciting. For my kids, they 
weren't—one of them was a senior in high school when we made this move, 
the other one was a sophomore, and my son was in junior high school, so that 
was not—they were not happy with having to move. But interestingly enough, 
when we got here, they assimilated so fast that it was really—it was not 
traumatic as we thought it might be, or they thought it might be. So we were 
very excited about living here. It was, all of a sudden, we're near Napa and 
Carmel and Mendocino, and of course the City of San Francisco, and yeah, so 
it was pretty exciting. It was like an adventure, and it was pretty exciting. 

01-00:17:47  
Tewes: I may be skipping a few years here, but when did you move to the East Bay? 

01-00:17:52  
Bassler: When we moved out here in 1977, yeah. I bought a home—well, I rented for a 

while, but then I had a home built in Danville, so yeah, we've been—ever 
since I've been out here, I lived in the East Bay. 
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01-00:18:14  
Tewes: Well, what did the East Bay look like? It's much different than the city has 

been. 

01-00:18:17  
Bassler: Yeah, well Danville was still—I don't want to call it a cow town, but, I mean, 

it was still a lot of ranches here or nearby. A lot of open space. I think there 
was one—I'm making it sound more rural than it really was, but I think there 
was only one traffic light when I was here when we started. I can remember 
somebody had a [bumper sticker] that said, "Where the Hell is Danville?" So 
yeah, there was a—still is—what's it called, a farmers'— 

01-00:19:00  
Tewes: Market. 

01-00:19:01  
Bassler: No, no. They have that. No, Grange. There was a Grange in Danville, and 

there still is, yeah. It was fine. Of course, I had to commute into San 
Francisco, and that was not the greatest experience in the world, but that's how 
it was, yeah. So it was a small town then, but we liked it. The schools—very 
good schools for my kids. 

01-00:19:37  
Tewes: And as you moved to the East Bay, I'm curious if you and your family were 

starting to do more outdoor activities in the region. 

01-00:19:49  
Bassler: I've got to think about that for a second. I'm going to say probably, but I 

can't—I don't remember it as being a major part of our life that whole while. I 
mean, I'm sure we went to the top of Mount Diablo. I'm sure we did those 
kinds of things. Where we lived, where my house was, it was really still at that 
time—it's all developed now, but at that time, it was beautiful hills and grassy 
open space and trees. We really kind of liked it. 

01-00:20:38  
 In fact, I can remember [laughs] one morning I was getting ready to go to 

work, and I heard this sort of loud rumbling outside. And I went out in the 
backyard, and, you know, not right next door, but maybe a block away, there 
was a big bulldozer and it was clear that they were going to start building 
homes there. And yeah, I can remember that, and I can remember I didn't like 
it. And I think that's another thing that might have—how did I get interested in 
Save Mount Diablo? I mean, it was that kind of, Geez, they went—we really 
loved looking at this—there were cows on it, you know—and now we're 
going to have to look at homes. I can remember being unhappy about that. So 
yeah, I think that might be one of the things that I started to really appreciate 
preserving open space. 

01-00:21:56  
Tewes: And certainly, you came to the area in a time of major suburban growth. 
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01-00:22:04  
Bassler: Yeah, I did. That's right. Well, it was going on then, and it kept going on. 

Yeah, that's right, yeah. 

01-00:22:16  
Tewes: Yeah. I do also want to establish that at some point, you create your own 

business, around 1982? 

01-00:22:27  
Bassler: Yes, so I was working for Eastern Airlines, as I told you, which incidentally 

was a—despite the fact that the ups and downs in the airline industry—it was 
a fantastic and very, very exciting job. And I had several different jobs there, 
and it was very exciting. Just as an aside, I reported to for nine months—it 
was not a happy nine months—but I reported to a national hero. Do you know 
who that was, the CEO? Frank Borman, who was the astronaut, the one that 
went around the moon, yeah. A great pilot; terrible, terrible executive. But 
anyway so, let's see, I got—how did I get lost in that? I regressed. What was I 
talking about? [laughs] 

01-00:23:27  
Tewes: When you started Bassler Associates. 

01-00:23:29  
Bassler: Oh yeah. So then I went to work for a company in San Francisco as a VP, and 

it was fine. I worked there for five years, but it was a conglomerate, and they 
had like—when I started, they had sixteen different divisions, almost all of 
them in different, very different kinds of industries, and they started selling 
these divisions. And so the company, it got smaller and smaller, and it became 
very obvious that they weren't going to need a VP of HR for very long—much 
longer, so I started to explore starting my own business, because I didn't want 
to move. We wanted to stay where we were living. 

01-00:24:17  
 Let me gather my thoughts here. At that time, San Francisco had not—and 

including Silicon Valley, but the greater Bay Area was really a very small 
business community. I mean, you'd be surprised, but it was. There was the 
Bank of America, Transamerica, and, I mean, there were some very well 
known—McKesson—very well-known companies headquartered here, but 
not a lot of them, considering it's such a major city. And so while I was with 
the company, I got to know my counterparts in these companies and made 
good—had good relations with them, and so I asked them if I started my own 
HR consulting business, could I maybe rely on them to give me some 
business? And they all said, "Oh yeah, yeah. Absolutely." And some of them 
actually did. [laughs] I really kind of hit the ground running, because I was 
getting work right off the bat from these people. Am I answering your 
question, though? I am? Okay. Yeah, that's what happened. 
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01-00:25:52  
 And then, between a combination of luck and the fact that I do good work—

I'm not going to shortchange myself there—the business really grew, Amanda. 
I mean, it became a very, very successful business. An incredible amount of 
travel, but I enjoyed it, I liked it. Yeah, I don't need to dwell on this, but I had 
lost my—my wife died in 1983, so I still had two kids in college and one kid 
in high school. But they were gone, they were outside, there was no one living 
with me. That let me devote more time and effort to the business, which I did. 
It became a very successful business. I had some just terrific clients all over 
the country: Universal Studios, Showtime, Viacom, Reader's Digest, Alcan 
Aluminum, it just went on and on and on. It didn't go on and on and on, but it 
went on and on for a while, for quite a while. So that's how that all happened, 
yeah. 

01-00:27:17  
Tewes: Well, I'm sorry to hear about your wife. 

01-00:27:21  
Bassler: Yeah, it was a long time ago, so I—but thank you. 

01-00:27:29  
Tewes: So one of the reasons I was asking about your experience in business, because 

it's been so lengthy, is that these are skills you eventually bring to your 
association with Save Mount Diablo. So let's start thinking about the early 
connections you had to the organization. How did you hear about Save Mount 
Diablo? 

01-00:27:49  
Bassler: That's an easy one: Bob Marx.  

01-00:27:53   
Oh, let me go back a little bit. So growing up in the bowels of Chicago—and 
this is the truth—most of what I'm telling you is a lie, but this part is the truth. 
I honestly had this—always had this fantasy that, God, it would be so great—
wouldn't it be great to have a horse? And to be able to get on the horse in the 
morning and ride in like a mountain and go across streams. That was a real 
fantasy that I had for not only as a kid, but when I grew up. In fact, I'm giving 
you more than you need here, but one of the family vacations we took when 
my kids were either—some in grammar school and high school, was to a 
working ranch in Montana. We spent a week in a working horse ranch in 
Montana, and I rode every day on beautiful open country in Montana and just 
loved it. 

01-00:29:05  
 So anyway, you were asking me how I got involved. So I had this fantasy 

about a horse. When I moved here—are you familiar with the East Bay? Of 
course you are. So in Alamo, which is right next to Danville and Walnut 
Creek, believe it or not, there was a—and still is—a horse ranch in the middle 
of that—not in the middle, but in Alamo, and it's right on the border of Mount 
Diablo. You know where Livorna Rd. is? Well, if you go down 680, go south 
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on 680, you'll hit Livorna Rd. And you know, you may want to look at the 
ranch. It's at the end of Livorna Rd. You go east on Livorna Rd., and it's 
called Summit Ranch. The guy who—not then, but owns it now, is Bob Marx, 
okay? Who I'm disappointed to hear you're not going to be speaking to. I think 
that's a mistake. I know it's not your decision, but it's a mistake. Anyway, so 
Bob—I started leasing a horse from another guy. I'm sorry, I was leasing a 
horse from a guy that owned the horse, and he wanted to—so I started riding. 
I was fulfilling a fantasy of riding in the mountains and all that. But Bob has 
horses stabled there, and he'd been involved with horses virtually all of his 
life. 

01-00:30:57  
 So I met Bob, is what I'm saying, and Bob was on the board of Save Mount 

Diablo. I don't know if I expressed an interest or he expressed an interest. I 
don't remember any of that. But through that connection I got onto the—not 
the board, but on the Development Committee. And so that's the answer to 
your question. It was my acquaintance with Bob Marx that caused me to get 
involved with Save Mount Diablo. 

01-00:31:33  
Tewes: And I should say we think you joined the Development Committee around 

1998? 

01-00:31:40  
Bassler: I don't even remember, but that's probably right, yeah, yeah. 

01-00:31:42  
Tewes: Okay. 

01-00:31:42  
Bassler: Okay. 

01-00:31:44  
Tewes: And what was it about the organization that was so interesting to you? 

01-00:31:52  
Bassler: What they did, what their objective was. And when I joined, they had this tiny 

office on Boulevard Way in Walnut Creek, and there was room for like four 
or five people. It was really, really small. And like, for example, board 
meetings, they actually used space at the Lindsay Wildlife [Experience], 
because we didn't have enough space for a board meeting. So tell me, what 
was your question? I may be wandering. What was your question? 

01-00:32:32  
Tewes: I was just curious what it was about the organization that really drew you in, 

what about it interested [you]. 

01-00:32:38  
Bassler: Oh, like I say, what they did, it was what their objective is, and the people. 

Bob Marx; a guy named Dave Sargent, who, he moved out of the area many 
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years ago. So some of the people I met I was really impressed with and with 
what they did. And I was particularly impressed with one of the staff 
members. There were only like four at that time, maybe five, but the one I was 
very impressed with—and you're going to—you've heard this name a million 
times by now—but was Seth Adams. And I said, "Wow, this guy is—he's 
tremendous!" And so it was that kind of exposure and interrelationships that 
got me, and what they did, what their objective was. I really appreciated it and 
wanted to be involved in it. 

01-00:33:47  
Tewes: Well, I'm curious what your early work was with Seth. How were you 

interacting with him? 

01-00:33:55  
Bassler: You know, actually, I don't know if I've ever really worked directly with Seth. 

He does land, he's the director of our land programs. And of course, I'm on the 
board now, I mean, I'm certainly involved in and knowledgeable and so on, 
but I never worked directly with him. How do I want to explain it? I worked 
with him, but not on projects or that sort of thing, yeah. He is such a—was 
and is—such a prominent and forceful figure in this organization, that you had 
to be—and still have to be—exposed to what he does. I mean, we're making 
decisions all the time on recommendations and things that he suggests. Yeah, 
so he's just unbelievable, actually. I don't know if that's the answer to your 
question, but that's sort of how I think it went. 

01-00:35:17  
Tewes: That's good, that's good. And I think in your many years working with Save 

Mount Diablo, you've seen three directors? 

01-00:35:26  
Bassler: Yeah. 

01-00:35:27  
Tewes: Can you tell me about what leadership has meant over the years in the 

organization? 

01-00:35:36  
Bassler: What leadership has meant. What do you mean by what leadership has meant? 

01-00:35:43  
Tewes: A fair question, Burt. I guess I'm just curious to see what kind of changes you 

observed in leadership, in cycling through several directors. 

01-00:35:52  
Bassler: Well, the first one, I don't even remember her name, to be honest with you. So 

I can tell you she was a complete disaster. [laughs] In fact, because of her, I 
lost interest in the organization, I stopped going to the Development 
Committee meetings. She was a loser, okay, and I don't know how else to say 
it. I don't remember her name or anything, but I thought she was terrible—and 
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I'm not the only one. But I definitely felt, God, this is not—she's not good for 
this organization. 

01-00:36:37  
 I spent a lot of time working with Ron Brown. In fact, I started with the 

organization just shortly after he did. And you know, Amanda, I guess that's 
one of the areas I don't feel comfortable talking about. Yeah, I will say this, 
that I think for the time he was here—and it was a long time—and overall, 
Ron was very good for the organization, I do want to say that. But that's all I 
want to say. Yeah, that's all I'm going to say about him. Yeah. 

01-00:37:30  
Tewes: That's fine. Well, the organization hired a new director in 2015, Ted Clement. 

And I'm curious, because you were a board member then, what you were 
looking for in hiring a new director. 

01-00:37:49  
Bassler: You know, I really can't answer that. Well, certainly someone that had 

executive director experience, something that was in the environmental area, 
and hopefully open space preservation and land trust and that sort of thing. So 
those were kind of the hard things that we were—the hard factors. And then 
there was the whole thing about personality fit. What have they 
accomplished? You know, the same thing that you would do with any 
executive recruiting kind of [effort]. Yes, but I was on the search committee. 

01-00:38:40  
 We hired a search organization that specialized in nonprofits, executive 

searches for nonprofits. I felt, believe it or not, I felt that they did not do a 
good job. When I had my business, part of it was executive search—part of it. 
So I knew what you're supposed to do, and they didn't do it. Actually, they 
only presented us with two prospects that we thought were close enough to 
interview, one of whom was Ted. All the rest of them didn't even come close. 
Instead of giving us three or four [prospects] and they all fit the job—that's 
what you're supposed to do—and they all fit the job, and the only question is 
like chemistry and that sort of thing, they basically gave us one, but he was a 
winner. [laughs] He was and is a winner, so again, I may be straying from 
your question, but that's—is that what you were trying to get at, or not? 

01-00:40:16  
Tewes: I was just curious about the search process, and especially, given your 

background, what your impressions were. 

01-00:40:21  
Bassler: Yeah, the search process was there was a search committee, and I think there 

were three or four of us on it, and we worked with the search firm, and that 
was the process. I mean, they were supposed to present us with candidates and 
we were supposed to decide which, if any, we wanted to offer the job to. So, 
as I told you, they sent two that we could interview, and one that was really—
we really wanted to hire, so that's how that went, yeah. 
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01-00:41:02  
Tewes: Yeah. Well, I want to back up in time a bit. And when you joined the 

Development Committee around 1998, what was that experience like? What 
was the work that was required of a member of that committee? 

01-00:41:21  
Bassler: [laughs] You know, I'm having trouble remembering what the hell I did. I 

remember we would get reports from this executive director that I talked so 
glowingly about. I thought it was like information gathering, and here's what 
we're doing. I don't think I did anything. I may have; I don't remember. If I 
did, I don't remember. But I don't think I ever did anything that was 
particularly noteworthy, and I don't even know how long I was on that 
committee. It wasn't real long. Because, as I told you, I was not happy with 
the executive director, and I didn't want to waste my time on a committee that 
I didn't think was going anywhere. So yeah, I don't have a good answer for 
that. 

01-00:42:32  
Tewes: That's okay. 

01-00:42:33  
Bassler: I want to go back, though, and say, you know, you asked me about thinking 

about main events that happened. Well, hiring Ted is one of those really, 
really main events, okay, that I was involved in, so I didn't want you to lose 
sight of that. 

01-00:42:56  
Tewes: No, that's a great, great point. And why do you think it was so important for 

the organization, to hire Ted at that moment? 

01-00:43:07  
Bassler: Because he's terrific! [laughs] Everything he touches turns to gold. I mean, his 

organization, his management skills, his strategic planning skills. We were in 
big debt when we hired him, owed millions of dollars to one of our—yeah. 
And the organization was, yeah, a little bit in disarray, maybe more than a 
little bit. So I mean, he, in essence, he fixed all that. And now, we're, as I hope 
you know, we're really in an extremely strong position, not only financially, 
but in terms of what we're working on, the projects, if you want to call them 
that, that we're working on. The relationships we have with the community, 
with our donors, with sister organiza[tions], everything. I can't point to 
anything—the morale—I want to talk about that a little bit somewhere along 
the way—of our staff, and how overall, how talented and motivated and 
successful the staff is. So all of that he gets most of the credit for. You can tell 
him I said all that about him, because I could use the money, quite frankly. 
No, go ahead. 

01-00:45:06  
Tewes: [laughs] No, I think it's important to lay that out, with [him] being such a big 

and important part of moving the organization forward. So when you joined 
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the Development Committee in the late nineties, was that your first stint on a 
board or on a committee? 

01-00:45:25  
Bassler: No, you know, it wasn't, because I was on another board for an organization 

called then—I don't remember the exact name then, but now it is Hospice of 
the East Bay. Are you familiar with hospice? You don't know about hospice? 

01-00:45:45  
Tewes: Of the concept, but not that organization. 

01-00:45:48  
Bassler: You know what they do? You know, the objective—there's hundreds, if not 

thousands, of hospices. Some are nonprofit, like this one that I was on, some 
are for profit. Do you know what they do? You don't. Just say you don't, and 
then I'll tell you. Or if you do, then say you do. 

01-00:46:10  
Tewes: Go ahead and tell me. 

01-00:46:11  
Bassler: I'm asking the questions here, not you. [laughs] Oh God, that's good. All right, 

you're not going to have a—no one else is going to be as much fun as I am, 
Amanda, I guarantee it. I think I'll go on. 

01-00:46:28  
Tewes: Big shoes [to fill]. 

01-00:46:29  
Bassler: Hospice provides, I guess you'd call it, palliative care to people who are 

terminally ill, so that the last days, weeks, or whatever of their lives are as 
comfortable and symptom controlled as possible. That's what hospice does, 
okay. The one, Hospice of the East Bay, they have an average census, if you 
can believe this, of over 200 patients a day. At a given period of time, they 
have about 220 patients as their census. It's a very extremely worthwhile 
organization for people that are in a real tough position. If it wasn't for 
hospice, they would not—they and their families would have a more traumatic 
death experience than they do, because of hospice. So anyway, I was on their 
board for many years. And the reason I got interested in them was because 
when my wife was dying, hospice was helping. And I was trying to start a 
business at that time, and I thought, Wow, these people are really invaluable. 
And so when I could, I wanted to get involved, and that's how I did that. So 
that's the answer to your que[stion]. I'm still on their board. I'm emeritus, but 
I'm still on their board, yeah. Is Garrett Girvan one of the people you're going 
to talk to, or do you know? 

01-00:48:39  
Tewes: I don't think so. 
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01-00:48:40  
Bassler: Okay. He's relatively new on our board and he's a very close personal friend, 

and he also was on the board of Hospice [of the East Bay]. But anyway, that's 
the answer to your question. 

01-00:48:57  
Tewes: That's great. I love hearing that you've been involved with some organizations 

so long that you've really cared about. Well, I was just curious about that, 
because you had something to compare that work with, about board work. 

01-00:49:11  
Bassler: Yeah, that's a good point. Yeah, that's right. What they do is extremely 

different, but their leadership and so on is—yeah. And in fact, I was the head 
of the search committee for a new executive director for Hospice [of the East 
Bay], and this is, again, many years ago. And again, we got another winner, 
yeah, she's still there, Cindy Hatton, and she's terrific. Anyway, that's the 
answer to your question. 

01-00:49:50  
Tewes: That's great. Well, you've mentioned for a few years you weren't that 

interested in participating on some of Save Mount Diablo's board work, but 
you did join the Finance Committee—and I checked—May 2007. 

01-00:50:09  
Bassler: I ought to make a record, because I don't know what any of these dates are. Is 

that right, May of [2007]? Oh, that I joined the Finance Committee? 

01-00:50:14  
Tewes: Yes. 

01-00:50:16  
Bassler: When did I become treasurer, do you have that? 

01-00:50:17  
Tewes: Yes, July or August of 2010. 

01-00:50:24  
Bassler: Really? 

01-00:50:23  
Tewes: After Frank Varenchik stepped down. 

01-00:50:27  
Bassler: Yeah, really? Hang on for a minute. I want to write those dates down. 

01-00:50:32  
Tewes: Sure. Let's pause. [break in audio] Okay, we are back from a break. And, Burt, 

we were just talking about joining the—first the Finance Committee in 2007, 
and then becoming treasurer and chair of the Committee in 2010. I'm curious 
about what your experience was like on this committee, and what the work 
was that you were trying to enact. 
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01-00:51:01  
Bassler: Okay, so for whatever reason, Frank Varenchik, who was the treasurer—and I 

don't remember why—and incidentally, he just passed away about three or 
four months ago. But for some reason, he was leaving the board. I don't 
remember why. You know, it was amicable, I mean, it was not—but he was 
leaving, and they didn't have a treasurer. So Malcolm Sproul, who was the 
president at that time, asked me to be the treasurer. And I said, "Malcolm, I've 
been an executive in industry. I know how to read a financial statement, but 
I'm not a finance guy. I'm an HR guy." And he said, "We really need someone 
to take it over, because we don't have anyone else." And then Frank said, 
"You know, I'm only as far away as your telephone," and that sort of thing. So 
I, you know, I had no choice but to take it. I really didn't want it, because I 
didn't feel I was qualified, but there truly wasn't anyone else. So I took it and 
became more and more knowledgeable, I guess, I ought to put it. I feel—and 
have for a long time—totally confident about the job, doing the job now. I feel 
like I really am now fully qualified. And so anyway, that's how it happened. 

01-00:53:20  
Tewes: Well, what was that learning curve like for you? 

01-00:53:22  
Bassler: Well, it was fun. It was interesting, yeah, it really was. We were getting into—

again, we had big debt. We had to figure out how we were going to pay it 
back. We weren't doing a very good job of figuring it out. I mean, there were a 
lot of—not a lot—there were several financial issues. We wanted to buy 
certain properties. I mean, a lot of things were going on. We had to make 
decisions. I should back up and say that Frank was a CPA. In fact, he was my 
CPA when I did my taxes and so on. He and his wife had a business. I had 
four courses in accounting. So anyway, I was a little bit intimidated by that. 

01-00:54:20  
 But what's happened now, Amanda, is that the four other people on the 

Finance Committee are incredibly qualified technically. I mean, two of them 
are CPAs. They're inactive, they don't work as a CPA, but—and then one of 
them has a very strong accounting and finance background. So they really 
know what they're doing, and they know more about it—from the accounting 
area, they certainly know more than I do. Because again, I have never been an 
accountant. So I've got four extremely qualified and motivated people on the 
Committee, and they do things on their own. They take the ball and they run 
with it, and they make me look good. That's basically what it is. So I'm very 
fortunate in having them. Of course, I selected two of them, so I put two of 
them on the Committee, but that's another story. [laughs] And again, I may 
not be answering your questions, but that's— 

01-00:55:52  
Tewes: That's good. I am curious, given that you don't have a background in finance 

but in HR, what you think your particular skills [are that] you were able to 
bring to this position. 
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01-00:56:03  
Bassler: What I do have a background in, in addition to HR—and again, it isn't like I 

didn't know anything. I think I can talk to any accountant or finance person. I 
know the language, you know, and I can converse intelligently and ask 
questions, so I'm not that much of a neophyte. But what I am really good at—
again, this is one of the major events that I think is—one of the things we do is 
invest. Now that we have some money to invest, we invest it. I don't make the 
decisions, but I make the recommendations, and I think I really influence it. 

01-00:57:05  
 Again, if you were going to record or emphasize what is the one thing that I've 

done that I really think has made an important and very visible difference, it's 
this area here. So the story is, in 2006—again, all we invested in was insured 
certificates of deposit, which pay—it depends at what point in time. They pay 
almost nothing now, but back then they'd pay 2 or 3 percent, but they were 
safe, they were absolutely safe. That's all we invested in. So in 2006, myself 
and the people that were on the Finance Committee with me—and so that was 
Frank Varenchik, he was still the chairperson then; none of the people that are 
on the Committee now, besides me, were on it at that time—I convinced them, 
and, you know, and it didn't take a lot, that we really ought to take just a small 
amount of our cash and invest in the stock market, invest in equities, make 
conservative, reasonable investments in broad index funds. 

01-00:58:46  
 I don't know if any of this means anything to you. It probably doesn't. But 

that's conservative, okay? But it is the stock market, and it does go up and it 
does go down. So we did. We convinced the board we ought to do that. We 
had $300,000, and about, I don't know, maybe nine or ten months later, 
because the $300,000 did so well, especially compared to the 2 percent or 3 
percent we were getting for certificates of deposit—is this too much detail for 
you? No? Okay. We said, "Let's invest $300,000 more," so we did. So now we 
had $600,000 invested in 2007. You know what happened in 2008? Do you 
know? Were you born then? [laughs] 

01-00:59:40  
Tewes: The big recession. 

01-00:59:45  
Bassler: Yeah, so the whole—it was an incredible financial breakdown, not just the 

stock market. There was a real danger that the world financial systems were 
not going to survive. Lehman Brothers went out of business. Anyway, so 
that's what happened. So the $600,000, we lost a quarter of a million dollars, it 
went down 40 percent. So $600,000 became whatever the arithmetic is. And 
one of our very prominent board members, who was the president—and it's 
Malcolm—and I think I can tell you this story. First of all, he was against us 
ever investing in stocks. He said, "No, we shouldn't do it. The stock market's 
going to go down, and we're going to need the money to buy land, and we 
won't have it. And we absolutely should not do it." And he was outvoted, 
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okay? We did it, obviously, and then 2008 came, and, boy, did he have an I-
told-you-so [moment]. 

01-01:01:02  
 So then the question was: what do we do? And again, I think I may be going 

on too long with this, but—no? Okay. Again, I think this is my major 
accomplishment. And to the board's credit, they said—because we didn't 
know, it might go down more. There was no reason to believe it was going to 
go back up. But to the board's credit, they said we're in this for the long haul. 
"We're not going to sell out, we're going to ride it out," and we did. And of 
course, starting in like 2009, we've been riding a bull market for all of those 
years, and we've had tremendous gains in what ended up—600,000 less 
$250,000—I can't even do the arithmetic. We paid off, made several payments 
on our debt from that, from the gains in that, down payments on land that we 
bought, payments to cover operating expenses, so it's been a real financial 
help to us. And there's still about over $300,000 left that we can use for other 
purposes. So yeah, I'm real proud of that. And you know, I can't take all the 
credit, but I'll take most of it, actually, because I was the guy that stuck my 
neck out and said we ought to do this, and stood up to Malcolm, which was 
not easy. We talk about it now, and we have the greatest respect for each 
other, and we have a great working relationship. That's the story. So if you 
want to know a major event, a major accomplishment, that's it, yeah. 

01-01:03:09  
Tewes: Great. 

01-01:03:12  
Bassler: So now we do a lot of investing, not just in that—yeah, we do a lot. We've got 

several different funds that we invest in. I'm going to say I'm sort of the lead 
person in that, but the Finance Committee certainly makes contributions to 
those decisions and so on, and the board has to approve them. You asked me, 
since I wasn't an accountant, why the hell am I the—yeah. And I'm not so sure 
I know the answer to that, but I do know that as far as the investment part of 
that function, I've been, probably been the main guy, yeah. Okay? 

01-01:04:10  
Tewes: That's a great story. Thank you. 

01-01:04:12  
Bassler: Thank you! 

01-01:04:14  
Tewes: Well, in speaking about the long-term financial health of the organization, can 

you talk through the Forever Wild Capital Campaign, please? How did that 
get started? 

01-01:04:27  
Bassler: Could you ask that again? What did you say? 
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01-01:04:29  
Tewes: I'm curious about the Forever Wild Capital Campaign, and what the goals are 

there, and the different challenges that you discussed around this. 

01-01:04:40  
Bassler: Yeah, so, A, you know that we did hit the $15 million, just [recently], yeah. 

But you know, that took—I wonder if you have this date. That took a lot of 
years. I mean, that isn't something we started—that started before Ted came 
on board, okay? For a while it just languished, because we weren't able to do 
anything. We had debt and all that; we couldn't do anything. Let's see, I don't 
want to wander here too much. Tell me what you're interested in. What— 

01-01:05:25  
Tewes: I'm just curious about, from your perspective on the Finance Committee, what 

that campaign means for the health, long term, of the [organization]. 

01-01:05:34  
Bassler: Oh, it means that—what you really need to do is—I mean, Ted has sent stuff 

out recently. You ought to look at it, really, about the Capital Campaign and 
all the things it did, it has allowed us to do, in terms of buying property and 
setting up specific funds, like the Legal Defense Fund and the Stewardship 
Endowment Fund, funds for specific purposes. It has given us significant seed 
money for those funds, in addition to these other kinds of things that I 
mentioned. You can just go back or ask Joanne [McCluhan] what's the—one 
of these where Ted summarizes the importance of the Capital Campaign, and 
that'll answer—I think that'll answer [your question]. But it has been very, 
very important for us to accomplish the things that—some of the things that 
we did, we have accomplished. 

01-01:06:47  
Tewes: Exactly. Something I heard from another person I'm speaking with was that 

you were particularly important in setting up a charitable gift annuity 
program. 

01-01:07:01  
Bassler: Yeah, yeah, which has not been—I've done it for myself. I've done, I think, 

maybe four or five of them. And you name an organization to get what's left 
when you die, and I named Save Mount Diablo and Hospice [of the East Bay], 
I think, for all of them. But for whatever reason, Amanda, I keep pushing 
whoever it is that's responsible for major gifts from donors, and that's Margie 
[Ryan] now, but, I mean, there's been a series of people, and some of them 
have been really good, really good, and they all say, "Oh yeah, yeah, I know." 
But for some reason, they have not been able to get anybody to set up major 
charitable gift annuities. 

01-01:08:17  
 I won't bore you with the details, but it's a no-brainer. It is a no-brainer, 

because let's say you set one up for $20,000. You get an immediate tax 
deduction, not for the whole twenty thou, but for a certain amount. Depending 
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on your age, you get annual—and it can be quarterly, but you get annual 
dividends, 80 percent of which are tax free, because they're returning capital 
to you. And then when you die, whatever is left goes to whatever charities or 
whoever it is you name as the beneficiaries. It's a no-brainer. It's a source of 
income for me. And for some reason, I can't get anybody to be really—I'm not 
saying that the staff people didn't/haven't tried, but I don't understand why we 
don't have people breaking down the doors and saying, "Oh yeah, I want to do 
this!" And you get a very, depending on your age—the older you are, the 
better it is, of course—but you get a very high—this monthly payment that I 
told you about? It's based on if the normal interest rate is like 3 or 4 percent, 
this can be like 8 or 9 [percent]. I mean, it's a no-brainer! And I can't get 
anybody real interested in it, so anyway. 

01-01:10:01  
Tewes: So how, instead, are you seeing people give money to Save Mount Diablo? 

What's the most popular form? 

01-01:10:12  
Bassler: Well, for the big donors, it's, A—not necessarily in this sequence—but cash; 

irrevocable trusts; pledges, which are legally—should be honored, okay? 
Those are the main ways. And then, encouraging them to use a comb[ination], 
one or more of these ways to donate, encouraging them to do that. We do that 
in a couple of ways: A, we say we've got a capital campaign and we need—or 
we say, which we're doing right now, the Concord [Mt. Diablo] Trail Ride 
Association Property, does that ring a bell with you? Yeah. So again, we ask 
for specific contributions to help us pay for that easement that we're buying 
from them. We have specific projects. And then, you know, we have a mid-
year campaign, which is a letter campaign to all of our [members]. We have a 
year-end campaign, same thing. So those are kind of the vehicles that we use. 
I'm trying to think. You must be talking to somebody on the Development 
Committee. Are you? 

01-01:12:00  
Tewes: I don't know that I am. 

01-01:12:01  
Bassler: Well, somebody must be, yeah. I actually think I gave you a pretty good 

answer. That's— 

01-01:12:10  
Tewes: I think you did. 

01-01:12:10  
Bassler: Yeah. 

01-01:12:11  
Tewes: There's a lot there, a lot of different ways to think about this. And we'll talk 

about one of—another way, I guess, in a few minutes, in terms of events. But 
I also wanted to think, while we are speaking about your role on the Finance 
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Committee, and even on the Executive Committee and the Board Governance 
and Nominating Committee, is compensation packages for staff, and what role 
you've played in thinking about how to maintain staff for long periods of time. 

01-01:12:46  
Bassler: Yeah. So again, if you wanted to talk about main events or whatever that I've 

been involved in, that's another one that I've got listed here. So again, I'm an 
HR guy, right? I think there's other people on the board that have some HR 
experience, but I have a lot of it, okay? So really, back to when Ron Brown 
was the executive director, for many years now, I've been working with the 
executive director in how we should compensate our employees. And we use 
a very accurate and useful survey, but there's other things that I'm familiar 
with and have done about how you structure a compensation program, and so 
we've done all that. 

01-01:14:01  
 Working with both Ted and Ron before him, we have set up this 

compensation structure that is, we believe, very competitive, and I think has 
actually been very instrumental in our ability to hire people. We've hired some 
really good people. And in fact, anyone we've wanted to hire, we have—that I 
can remember. There may be exceptions to that, but that I can remember. We 
lose people, but almost never—in fact, I can't think of one instance where we 
lost somebody, because it was they could get a better-paying job, they could 
get a better-paying job that is a promotion. I mean, they're working here as a 
whatever, and then they can get a manager's job some—they're going to make 
more money, because they have a bigger responsibility. But as far as a 
comparable job, I don't believe we've ever lost anybody for that reason. Other 
reasons we lose [staff]: the spouse moves; or they actually prefer a different 
kind of nonprofit, like our—most recently, about a year ago, we lost our 
director of development. She was terrific and she was happy here, but she—
her passion was animals and animal rights and that sort of thing, and so she 
got a job with an organization that concentrates on that. We have lost people, 
but it is, to my knowledge, it's never been because they are underpaid, because 
they're not. 

01-01:16:10  
 We pay bonuses. Although in this survey that I told you about, it's called the 

Northern California Nonprofit Compensation [and Benefits] Survey or 
something like that. They update it every year for—roughly 450 nonprofits in 
northern California participate in it, including us. And only a third of them 
pay bonuses. Yeah, and we do. And the bonuses aren't a gift certificate to 
Target, you know, they're significant. I think that answers your question. 

01-01:16:58  
 And then I've worked with mainly the executive directors, both Ron and Ted, 

on—because there are personnel issues that come up, employee relations 
issues that sometimes are serious, actually—and working with them in how to 
handle those, and so on, is something else that I've been involved in. 
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01-01:17:29  
Tewes: Yeah, thank you. 

01-01:17:30  
Bassler: Does that answer your question? Or—yeah. 

01-01:17:31  
Tewes: It does. This may be somewhat obvious to you, but for those who don't know 

the organization, I'm curious why it's so important for Save Mount Diablo, in 
particular, to maintain longevity in staff. 

01-01:17:52  
Bassler: Well, experience. I mean, the sheer volume of experience increases the longer 

you're in a job, at least for most jobs. I'm not talking about clerical filing—I 
know nobody does that anymore—but you know, I mean, jobs where there's a 
fairly substantial responsibility. You get new experiences, you learn from 
them. I'm not sure I'm getting to the answer to your question. Ask me the 
question again. Something about longevity. I think I'm making—what's your 
question? 

01-01:18:50  
Tewes: Why it's so important for Save Mount Diablo to have longevity in their staff. 

01-01:18:55  
Bassler: That's the reason. That is the big reason, that they've been there before. "Oh 

yeah, we've done this. Oh yeah, we've had this problem or we've had 
something similar." As opposed to a person that doesn't have that experience, 
and they've got to figure it out, and they may not figure it out correctly. That 
is definitely the key. I mean, how would we replace Seth Adams, how would 
we replace him? The answer is we wouldn't. You know, we'd get a body in 
there, I assume, but you cannot replace everything he's done, everything he 
knows, all the mistakes he makes, all the people that he knows outside of Save 
[Mount Diablo], all the relationships—can't do it. So that's the importance of 
longevity, and it's true. Some people stay in a job and they just—they become 
dead wood; they coast, they coast. You know, there may be people like that at 
Save Mount Diablo, I don't know. I suspect there probably has to be, but if 
there are, they're very few and far between. So yeah, so I think experience is 
really critical. 

01-01:20:34  
Tewes: That makes sense, it does. Is there anything else you'd like to say about the 

work you've done to help make the organization financially viable in the 
future? 

01-01:20:49  
Bassler: I'm looking here, bear with me. I made some notes to myself, so— 

01-01:20:56  
Tewes: Perfect. 
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01-01:21:03  
Bassler: You know, no. I think one of the things is that I've put together—I say I put 

together, but I did—an extremely strong Finance Committee. I mean, these 
four guys that are on the committee are really talented and motivated. And 
you know, if we didn't have them, our financial performance probably 
wouldn't be as good as it is, okay? Yeah. So I think that, to me, I'm kind of 
proud of that. Offhand, I can't think of anything. I'm struggling with your 
question here, so— 

01-01:22:07  
Tewes: We can continue to think about that. 

01-01:22:11  
Bassler: Okay, moving right along. That's your way of saying moving right along. 

Okay, go ahead. [laughs] 

01-01:22:18  
Tewes: It's my way of saying that you've got time, Burt. 

01-01:22:21  
Bassler: Go ahead. 

01-01:22:23  
Tewes: I'm also curious about Save Mount Diablo's strategic plan process, and as a 

board member, what your role is in that. 

01-01:22:33  
Bassler: Okay. Yeah, that's a good question, because one of the things that—and I've 

been in many organizations where they—they all do strategic planning. How 
can a CEO say, "No, we don't do any strategic planning"? They've got to say 
they do it, and they do. In my experience, which it's not universal, it's sort of 
limited, but, you know, they have a strategic planning retreat, and everybody 
says, "Okay, here's what we're going to do, and here's why we're going to do 
it, and we're going to do it over this timeframe," and nobody ever looks at it 
again. I mean, I'm exaggerating that, but that is not unusual for strategic 
planning. It's like, let's go through the motions, and that's it. 

01-01:23:33  
 Whereas here, I'd say—and I've never seen anyone like this, do strategic 

planning this way—Ted really, really believes in it. Have you seen our 
strategic plan, our strategic planning? You should, Amanda. You really ought 
to look at it. You don't want to look at it too much, because it's about sixteen 
pages. I'm serious. It's the major goals for, let's say, the coming year. The 
major goals, and then those goals are broken down by individual employees, 
so each employee has work objectives that he or she is supposed to 
accomplish during the course of, let's say, the year to fulfill these major 
objectives. And they don't just write them down and say, "Okay," they're 
evaluated on it. Ted is evaluated. Every quarter, he gives us a summary of 
every one of the goals, how we're doing, did we achieve it, are we not going to 
achieve it. You know, if you want to use the term management by objectives, 
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I think this is more than that. But he really believes in it and manages that 
way, and I think that's a big, big part of the organization's success. That's all I 
have to say. If you're waiting for me to say any more— 

01-01:25:24  
Tewes: No. Thank you for that perfect explanation. [laughs] 

01-01:25:28  
Bassler: Okay. 

01-01:25:30  
Tewes: Yeah. Shifting gears just a little bit here, we spoke about giving and 

fundraisers being a part of that particular way of acquiring money for the 
organization. And Moonlight on the Mountain is the annual gala, and I'm 
curious to hear when you first attended Moonlight. 

01-01:26:02  
Bassler: When I first attended? Well, the first time we had it, which I think is, what, 

thirty years ago or—do you have that date? 

01-01:26:11  
Tewes: It's the twentieth anniversary. 

01-01:26:13  
Bassler: Huh? 

01-01:26:13  
Tewes: It's the twentieth anniversary this year. 

01-01:26:16  
Bassler: Twentieth anniversary, okay. Yeah. Well, the very first time—and again, I 

think I may have even told you this story when we had the preliminary 
discussion. The genesis of that is that at a board meeting, Bob Marx said, 
"You know, we ought to have a fundraising event, and we ought to have it on 
the mountain. And we ought to have it when there's a full moon, and we can 
call it Moonlight on the Mountain. And it would be a white tablecloth dinner 
kind of thing, and we'd have auction items and that sort of thing." [laughs] I 
don't know if I said this to him, but I certainly remember thinking, You know, 
Bob, you're too old to be smoking what you're smoking. [laughs] But I've got 
some news for you—oh, and he said, "There's this plateau by what is called 
the China Wall, and it would be perfect there." And I said, "Well, gee, Bob, 
you know, there's no electricity up there. There's no water. Nobody can hike 
up there. I mean, hike up and then hike back down in the dark? How would 
we get them up there?" I mean, all I knew was it was like a crazy idea. But the 
more we thought about it, the more we realized that, you know, we could—
you can get water up there, and there is something called generators. And so it 
became a reality, we did it twenty years ago. 
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01-01:28:20  
 I can remember it was touch and go. It was going to start at—people were 

going to start arriving at maybe five o'clock or something like that. And we're 
running around in the heat, setting up everything—the sound system, the 
auction item displays—we were trying to everything right before the thing 
started. I can remember myself and my friend Gloria setting up the tables and 
assigning people to various—it was like doing it by the seat of your pants. 
There was planning, but we were really doing it. But compared to what it is 
now, it was terrible. But I mean, it was pretty good at that time. I forget how 
many people were there. It certainly wasn't the 500 that we get now, but 
everybody liked it, and it really was successful. 

01-01:29:42  
 Yeah, I remember one of our board members, who's no longer a board 

member, was the auctioneer for the live auction items, and he was terrible. It 
was just, "Okay, let's do it. Come on, it's for charity." Oh Jesus. I mean, give 
me a break. Overall, it was actually pretty good, and it was certainly unique—
and it's still extremely unique. And we got better and better and better at it, 
obviously, and more and more people became interested. And now, it 
basically sells [out]; the limitation has been parking. And there's other 
limit[ations]. Five hundred is pretty much the maximum, but it pretty well 
sells out before we even publicize the date and all that sort of thing. People 
that have gone to it really, really love it. Yeah, for the most part, yeah. Does 
that answer your question? 

01-01:30:57  
Tewes: Yeah, that was a great story. 

01-01:30:59  
Bassler: Okay. 

01-01:31:00  
Tewes: I'm curious, though, because of COVID-19, what that's meant for this 

particular event over the last— 

01-01:31:07  
Bassler: Well, we can't do it. And we did it last year virtually, which is not the same, 

by any stretch of the imagination. We're doing it that way again this year. 
We've still been—and I don't remember the numbers—but it wasn't 
unsuccessful. I mean, it wasn't the same thing. It isn't just how much money, 
it's all those people gathering in this beautiful setting. And yeah, and of course 
that's all—doesn't happen when it's virtual. So that's what we've had to do, and 
hopefully—hopefully—we'll be able to do it the real way next year. 

01-01:32:04  
Tewes: Yes, here's hoping. You mentioned earlier that one of the things you really 

appreciated about the organization is that it has such good relationships with 
other groups and with the community at large. And I'm wondering if you 
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could tell me a little bit more about that, about some groups that you've 
observed Save Mount Diablo work well with over the years? 

01-01:32:28  
Bassler: Sure, the East Bay Regional Park District is a big one. The Mount Diablo 

State Park and its administration, and the people that are in the California 
State Parks organization, that's a big one. Oh God, I'm going to blank on this 
now. I can't remember the name of it, but it's an org[anization], they have 
money, it's a Contra Costa County organization. 

01-01:33:16  
Tewes: The [East Contra Costa County] Habitat Conservancy? 

01-01:33:18  
Bassler: Good, good. That's it, yeah. 

01-01:33:20  
Tewes: Okay. 

01-01:33:21  
Bassler: Thank you. So yeah, again, they have money, so they are able to help us buy 

properties, and that's their job. That is their job. So a very good relationship 
with the director of that and the other staff people. Those are three of the 
major organizations, but there's, what was it called, the [Greenbelt Alliance]—
I can't remember them all, but there's other open space/environmental 
organizations, and we have a good relationship with all of them. When I say 
we, I mean, mainly Ted and Seth, yeah.  

01-01:34:13  
We have a good relationship with the press, too. We can get stuff into the 
Contra Costa [Times]—the achievement of the Capital Campaign. I don't 
know if you read the Contra Costa Times or not, but there was a huge article 
about, Oh yeah, Save Mount Diablo did it, you know? So yeah, we've got 
sister organizations, and we work very closely with them. 

01-01:34:47  
 And actually, not only from a material point of view. We transfer land to the 

State. The Habitat [Conservancy] buys land. We transfer land to the East Bay 
Regional Park [District]. We have never wanted to be landowners. And we 
are, unfortunately. Well, I don't know if it's unfortunate, but we own about 
twenty properties now. But that's not what we wanted to do. What we wanted 
to do was, because we can act fast, we can act faster than the State can, and 
we wanted to get the properties and then find a way to transfer them over to 
the State Park or to the East Bay Regional Park [District]. That's basically 
what we've been doing, but they have not been in a position to absorb some of 
our prop[erties] we've wanted to give them. And that may be changing now, 
but there were a couple of instances where we said, "Hey, this property, 
there's a fence, and on the one side of the fence is Mount Diablo State Park, 
on the other side of the fence is this property. They're adjacent. We'll give you 
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the property, we'll give it to you." And they wouldn't take it, because they 
didn't have the resources to manage it, because you can't just have a property; 
people are going to come on it, and you've got to manage it. But they couldn't 
do it, so anyway that's part of the story for that. 

01-01:36:27  
Tewes: Yeah, thank you for sharing that. That's an important part of the changing 

mission of Save Mount Diablo, too, stewarding the land now that you have to 
be— 

01-01:36:36  
Bassler: Yeah, that's right. That's a big part of it, yeah. I think you probably have 

already heard about this, but we're trying to build a Stewardship Endowment 
Fund. It's at about $2 million now. We want to get it to at least $3 million, and 
we think if we can do that, the income from it will support a staff member. I 
mean, we've got a stewardship staff, but we need to increase it. So we're 
hoping that this fund will hit $3 million at least and be able to help us do that. 

01-01:37:31  
Tewes: And this is separate from the Capital Campaign, right? 

01-01:37:35  
Bassler: That's a good question. No, part of the money from the Capital Campaign is in 

this $2 million that I talked about. It is separate now, it's on its own, and we're 
going to have to encourage people to support it financially. Yeah. 

01-01:38:12  
Tewes: Along similar lines of maintaining good relationships with folks who care 

about Save Mount Diablo, I'd be curious to hear your perspective on why the 
organization has been able to retain such dedicated donors and volunteers over 
many years. 

01-01:38:32  
Bassler: Because, A, they believe in what we're trying to do; and, B, because they 

know we'll do it. That was really profound. [laughs] I just gave you a 
profound answer. It's the truth, that is the truth. That's the answer to your 
question. Yeah, they believe in what we're doing, and they have confidence 
that we can do it, because we've proven that we can do it. And so they say, 
"Oh yeah, sure, we'll support them. They do it. They do what they said they're 
going to do. They do what we want them to do, what we're expecting them to 
do." So that is the answer to your question, yeah. 

01-01:39:35  
Tewes: Never underestimate— 

01-01:39:36  
Bassler: If we flop, people—we've got people giving us, literally, millions of dollars. 

Many have given us tens and hundreds of thousands of dollars. They aren't 
going to do that if they don't think we're going to use their money wisely and 
be effective. So that is the answer to your question. 
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01-01:40:09  
Tewes: Yeah, that's— 

01-01:40:09  
Bassler: That was really good. You really ought to quote me on that. That was— 

01-01:40:15  
Tewes: [laughs] Oh, I'll— 

01-01:40:16  
Bassler: That was really good. No one's going to give you anything as good as that. 

[laughs] It was! 

01-01:40:23  
Tewes: Oh boy. 

01-01:40:24  
Bassler: Yeah, okay. 

01-01:40:25  
Tewes: Oh boy. Well, again, thinking along the lines of community relationships, I'm 

curious what you've seen the organization do in terms of working with 
political groups, and with politicians themselves, to preserve this open space. 

01-01:40:52  
Bassler: Okay. So we actually have a staff member who monitors city council 

meetings and so on, and keeps us aware of threats, like there's going to be a 
development on certain property that we—we're not anti-development, we're 
anti-stupid development, we're anti-sprawl. But there's going to be a 
development, okay, in this city or adjacent to it, or they want to break the 
urban limit line. So we know what's going on, okay, we know what's going on 
in these cities. And where there are legitimate and real threats to open space, 
we get involved. Again, you must know this, but we get involved by designing 
and implementing campaigns. Do you know about this? You should. If 
necessary, if we feel that they—let's say the developers, the people that are—
have not met the legal requirements, we will take them to court, we will sue 
them. And again, we've been successful at doing that, getting injunctions and 
getting projects killed, because of our legal defense. And so I think I'm 
answering your question, but what was it? [laughs] Tell me what it was, again. 
I'm straying, I think, a little bit—or am I? 

01-01:43:20  
Tewes: How Save Mount Diablo connects and reacts with political developments, so 

yeah, you're doing— 

01-01:43:27  
Bassler: Yeah, yeah. And then, our relationship with politicians. Our relationship with 

members of the Contra Costa Board of Supervisors. We have relationships 
with all of them, but we may have a good relationship with one or two, and 
there's only six, so—or with city councilmembers. I live in Pleasanton, which 
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is right next door to Dublin, as you probably know. And in Dublin, a 
developer was trying to—stick with me—I can't remember the name of the 
property, but it's a valley. Doolan [Canyon], Doolan—I don't know if it's 
called Doolan Valley or what. But anyway, this is open space, okay? They 
wanted to develop the open space, and they had to get approval to do it from 
the City Council of Dublin. Have you ever been through Dublin? The City 
Council of Dublin has never seen a development that they didn't like. I love it, 
because there's all kinds of restaurants and, you know, I mean, shopping. But 
they are very pro-growth, pro-development, pro-increase the tax base. But 
guess what? They unanimously voted down the Doolan Canyon proposition. 
Yeah. And not only did they do that, because it was—there was two ways the 
developer could get it approved: one, through the City Council, and, two, 
through a vote of the people, a res—what do you call it? What do you call it 
when there's a vote on an issue? What am I thinking of? 

01-01:45:54  
Tewes: A resolution?  

01-01:45:56  
Bassler: A resolution. That's not what I'm thinking of, but let's—you know what I 

mean. [A referendum.] The people could vote on it. So not only did the City 
Council disapprove it, but they said, "We're going to go on record as being 
against passage of the—" I want to say amendment, whatever the right term is. 
You know what I mean. Yeah, they did that. So that growth, development-
oriented city council did that. And the reason they did that, I think, the main 
reason, is because of Save Mount Diablo's influence, and specifically, Seth 
Adams's influence. Yeah, I went to the meeting, the city council meeting 
when they decided whether they were going to support it or not. [laughs] And 
Seth is, in addition to giving a presentation, he's texting with the mayor, who's 
on the [dais], yeah, as this is going on. I think that answers your—might 
answer your question yet again. 

01-01:47:25  
Tewes: Yeah, it does. 

01-01:47:27  
Bassler: We have a very good relationship with many, many politicians. Yeah. 

01-01:47:36  
Tewes: Somewhat related, you mentioned a while back the perpetual conservation 

easement with the Concord Mt. Diablo Trail Ride Association, and I know 
you toured that recently with Ted. I'm curious, given your background in 
horseback riding, how you feel about this— 

01-01:47:56  
Bassler: It's terrific! I wish I was still riding a horse. I wish I could ride a horse there. 

Yeah, those people are very, very fortunate. I think it's terrific. I mean, the 
landscape, the views, yeah, it's really a special place that these people that 
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have horses there and ride, belong to the association, have a wonderful venue 
for doing what they do. 

01-01:48:40  
Tewes: I wanted to make sure before we closed out that I did ask you about Save 

Mount Diablo's COVID-19 response, and specifically, as we said, the 
financial challenges that came along with this moment, but also what you 
think has been the reason for its success at this challenging time. 

01-01:49:01  
Bassler: Well again, basically, it's the decisions that Ted made. And again, if you ask 

Joanne, you—again, I don't know how interested you are in this, but if you do, 
he's written about that. He has written about what they—why? How do we 
handle it? And there were a number of things: A, he decided that we'll keep 
the staff intact, we're not going to lay anybody off. I'm trying to think of what 
else. There were many other—several other decisions that he made. 

01-01:49:52  
Tewes: Maintaining— 

01-01:49:51  
Bassler: I cannot remember them all, but you can—he's not averse to blowing his own 

horn, and that's good. But he has written about—he talks about "we" and "the 
board," but it's him. So you ought to get that from Joanne. But no, he took 
some very definitive steps to deal with it. And we came through really, really 
well. So— 

01-01:50:30  
Tewes: And as treasurer, what role did you play in those decisions? 

01-01:50:38  
Bassler: You know, I think, this is going to sound like a silly answer to you, but I think 

it's the truth: just supporting Ted. Just feeling that and believing that what he 
wants to do is the right way to go, it's what we should do. It may or may not 
work, but I think it's the best solution, and just supporting him in all of that. I 
think that was my role. I didn't have any specific role in managing or 
administering any specific part of it. And of course, to make sure that—
because what we expected was a significant decrease in funding. Say we 
couldn't do Moonlight on the Mountain? I mean, that's a quarter of a million 
dollars that we couldn't have. We couldn't. So I mean, yeah, people were 
getting laid off. It looked very bleak, it really did. So maneuvering through 
that and navigating through that was a challenge. I'm the treasurer, so I 
obviously was involved in part of that, but I think my main role was just 
supporting Ted, and which the rest of the board also did, in what he was trying 
to do. 

01-01:52:41  
Tewes: Thank you. 
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01-01:52:43  
Bassler: You've got to be sick of listening to this stuff. 

01-01:52:45  
Tewes: [laughs] Never, Burt, never. 

01-01:52:48  
Bassler: I think you've got a terrible job. You sit there and smile and shake your head, 

and deep down inside you're saying, "Oh crap, I've got to listen to—" 

01-01:52:56  
Tewes: Deep thoughts. [laughs] You won't have to bother with me for too much 

longer, as we're coming to the end here. I'm just going to— 

01-01:53:04  
Bassler: Oh good, okay. 

01-01:53:06  
Tewes: I'm just wondering if you can think, broadly speaking, what do you think have 

been the biggest changes that you've seen in Save Mount Diablo over the 
years? 

01-01:53:20  
Bassler: Well, a stable and extremely effective staff is certainly one. A very strong 

financial position is another. I mean, those things did not exist ten years ago or 
whatever; it was just kind of the opposite of that. A very competent and 
involved board. We've got some tremendous people, I think, on the board who 
are—really provide a lot of effort. And there's probably more, but I think 
those are three of the main ones, anyway. 

01-01:54:29  
Tewes: Yeah, that's very solid. We've spoken a little bit about this, but I'm wondering 

what you hope you have personally contributed to Save Mount Diablo with 
your time. 

01-01:54:42  
Bassler: We're going to go over the same thing I've already talked to you about. I've 

talked to you about that. You know, the investment plan, the compensation, 
we— 

01-01:54:55  
Tewes: That's fine! 

01-01:54:56  
Bassler: Do you really want me to repeat it all? I mean— 

01-01:54:59  
Tewes: No, no. That's fine. I just wanted to give you an opportunity to think about 

that again if you wanted to add anything. 
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01-01:55:04  
Bassler: No, I think I hit what I've already talked about, in that regard. No, there isn't 

anything else that I can think of where I've made a significant and identifiable 
contribution. The ones that I've told you about are the ones that I believe are 
the important ones. 

01-01:55:39  
Tewes: Sounds good. I do want to acknowledge, though, that recently, in April 2021, 

you were named volunteer of the month [for Save Mount Diablo]. So other 
people— 

01-01:55:48  
Bassler: What now— 

01-01:55:48  
Tewes: Other people have recognized you in your work recently. 

01-01:55:51  
Bassler: You know, I don't think there's been another one since then. I don't know how 

often they're going to do it. Maybe they're going in alphabetical order. Is that 
possible? Anyway, yeah, that was nice, but I—you know, I didn't get too 
excited. I mean, I appreciate it, but it was not—I didn't feel it was a big deal, 
yeah. [laughs] 

01-01:56:22  
Tewes: Not why you do this. And finally, I would like to hear what your hopes are for 

the future of Save Mount Diablo. 

01-01:56:34  
Bassler: Well, I hope we keep doing what we're doing as well as we do it. That's what 

we can live with hope and look forward to. That we continue to be strong 
financially, get stronger; increase the number of supporters that we have; 
maintain a really effective staff and board. Yeah, I think it's the same, but 
more. Doing more of the same is, I guess, one way to say it. Yeah, I don't see 
us not being needed anymore. The threats to the environment are real. Climate 
change is real, and land preservation, in a small way, is important to mitigate 
climate change. We're not going to outlast our usefulness. I really think the 
challenges are going to continue, and I think we're going to—we will be able 
to meet them. Yeah. I ought to run for office, you know? I don't realize how 
good I am at this until now. You're going to say, "Boy, that was—" 

01-01:58:47  
Tewes: [laughs] Great. {inaudible} 

01-01:58:49  
Bassler: I've interviewed a lot of people, but that interview with Burt was really 

tremendous. So I know you're going to say that to me. 

01-01:58:58  
Tewes: [laughs] Yes, yes. 
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01-01:58:59  
Bassler: Anyway. 

01-01:59:00  
Tewes: Well, is there anything you would like to add, Burt, that we've discussed or 

haven't discussed today? 

01-01:59:06  
Bassler: No. You did a great job, incidentally. I'm teasing you here a little bit. 

01-01:59:12  
Tewes: And I appreciate the teasing. 

01-01:59:14  
Bassler: Yeah, I think you did a good job of covering the main things that at least I had 

on my mind and that I thought we—you should be interested in. 

01-01:59:26  
Tewes: Well, thanks. 

01-01:59:28  
Bassler: So— 

01-01:59:30  
Tewes: So we got it all. 

01-01:59:30  
Bassler: No, I don't think I have anything to add. 

01-01:59:34  
Tewes: Great. 

01-01:59:35  
Bassler: I think this is confidential. 

01-01:59:38  
Tewes: Okay, well then let's stop, let's stop then. Thank you, Burt. 

01-01:59:41  
Bassler: Okay. 

01-01:59:41  
Tewes: I'll stop the recording now. 

[End of Interview] 


