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Mantors: Dad and grandfather
Favorite quote: “In due season you
shall reap if you faint nol.” (Galatians
8:3)
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Family seniority: Oldest of thres
bays.

A strong foundation

When Swenson was tossed out of the family firm,
he redirected his energy, tested his business savvy
and built a successful construction company

By LYNN GRAEBNER

There's no hint of fear beneath
Barry Swenson's quiet demeanor.

As he ambles across the
office of his San Jose construc-
tion firm — Barry Swenson
Builder — the tall, lanky devel-
oper appears calm and speaks
slowly. It's easier to picture him
in a cowboy hat tending to his
almond orchards than hammer-
ing out a construction deal with
high-powered tech executives.

But like his father and grand-
father, Barry has peppered
downtown San Jose and other
parts of Silicon Valley with hous-
ing, offices and historical
restorations.

But he didn't slip easily into the

his own business savvy and per-
severance. And he has proved
himself a robust contender in
the market, having outlived Carl
N. Swenson Construction,
which went under in 1982,

“He is an original, there is no
one like him,” says San Jose City
Councilwoman Cindy Chavez.
“He has a deep love for down-
town and has really been one of
its finest pioneers.”

Barry wasn't the only pioneer
in the family Carl Swenson, his
grandfather, arrived in the United
States from Sweden when he
was 17 and lost his shirt farming.
He turned to carpentry, forming
Carl N. Swenson Construction,
and built markets, schools and

family cor ) ss.

In fact he was tossed out of it.

Although it was a painful blow
in 1977 when company execu-
tives at Carl N. Swenson Con-
struction Co. asked the 38-year-
old builder to leave, that move
allowed him to start his own firm.

It was the most wonderful
thing, because | would never
have left without that,” says the
soft-spoken developer.

It gave him a chance to test

bridges. The San Jose firm —
which his son Clifford joined —
built the Hotel De Anza, many of
the Lockheed and IBM facilities,
and San Jose City Hall.

Barry started sweeping floors
for the company as a teenager.
Living up to the accomplish-
ments of his dad and granddad
was an intimidating task. He
didn’t think he had the material
to measure up.

“I thought I'd never be able to

build a building. | always thought
if | could own 26 acres, I'd be
really, really happy,” he recalls.
Barry worked hard and took jobs
no one else wanted, often on the
weekends. He also took an interest

He eventually bought out his
dad and ran it on his own while
still working for his grandfather's
company.

in the late 1970s his grandfa-
ther's firm hired some corporate
reorganizers. But Barry was too
busy to attend meetings, and
didn't adopt new procedures.
When he needed something, he
went directly to the source.

“I never followed the chart. It
drove everyone crazy,” he says.

In 1977 when Barry was final-
ly feeling confident about his
work, the reorganizers, who
were his seniors, asked him to
leave his grandfather's company.

“It was the lowest point in my
life,” Barry says.

He turmed to the landscaping
business. And when the Carl N.
Swenson Construction moved
downtown, Barry leased two

rooms in the firm's old building.

Taking that space was kay.
Clients for his grandfather’s firm
would come in and Barry would
tell them the company had
maoved, but if they were willing to
risk working with a new contrac-
tor, he'd be more than happy to
build for them. Companies such
as Union Carbide and Control
Data Systems Inc., who had
worked with Barry at his grand-
father's firm, took a chance.

Gradually he was able to buy
land. He started with houses
and worked his way into com-
mercial real estate.

But there were many hard
times in the industry. His grand-
father used to say, “In this busi-
ness, if you ever think you've got
it made, watch out. The next
year you'll go broke.”

And his grandfather’s firm did
just that in 1982. The company
had problems with three consec-
utive jobs, and even a sophisti-
cated organizational chart
couldn't save it.

These seemingly indestructi-
ble construction companies hang
a lot on the line. Barry has 40
jobs under way. It's a risky busi-
ness anyway you cut it. To get a
building started, a builder must
put out about 20 percent of the
total cost in equity. It takes just a
couple of bad deals to kill even
an established firm.

But the risk hasn't made Barry
shy away from costly and unpre-
dictable projects such as the
rehabilitation of the Hotel De
Anza and the Letitia Building
downtown.

“Barry has made a commit-
ment to his hometown and he's
following through on that com-
mitment,” says San Jose vice
mayor Frank Fiscalini, who was
Swenson's vice principal at
James Lick High School.

Barry doesn’t plan to retire
any time soon. He says he owes
too much to his employees for
putting him where he is today
Although he could do with a little
less adrenaline flowing through
his veins.

“It would be so much fun not
to be scared all the time,” he
says with one of his jovial
smiles. *Development and con-
struction are basically risk man-
agement. Every day is a new
surprise and a new challenge.
One of the things you have to
learn is to take your lumps.”

Lynn Graebner is a Biz Ink reporter.
You can reach her at
Igrasbner@svbizink com
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