
 

Barry Morris Goldwater, SMA ‘28 

Barry Morris Goldwater was born in Phoenix, AZ, on New Year's Day, 1909, three years before Arizona 
was admitted to the Union.  He was the eldest son of Baron and Josephine Williams Goldwater, and the 
grandson of "Big Mike" Goldwasser, a Jewish immigrant from an area of Poland that was then ruled by the 
Russian czars.  Although Jewish on his father's side, Barry was raised in the Episcopalian tradition of his 
mother. 

Growing up in Phoenix, Barry was popular with his schoolmates but an indifferent student.  So, after a 
disastrous freshman year in high school, his parents sent him to Staunton Military Academy. There, he 
thrived on the rigorous discipline and military atmosphere, and he graduated at the top of his class.  He 
returned to Arizona and enrolled as a freshman at the University of Arizona in the fall of 1928.  His father 
died the next spring, and Mr. Goldwater left college to work in the family store. 

Associates said he was a natural merchandiser with a gift for recognizing the sales potential of an offbeat 
item.  Early in his career, he purchased a design for "antsy pantsy" men's shorts with red ants crawling all 
over the white cloth, and the item proved to be a tremendous success.  By age 27, he was general manager 
of the Phoenix store.  He initiated a five-day workweek for his employees and improved fringe benefits. 

In 1930, Mr. Goldwater decided he would learn to fly, and he began rising before dawn to be at the Phoenix 
airstrip by daybreak, when air conditions in Arizona were best for neophyte pilots. Flying would become a 
major part of his adult life, and he would become a major general in the Air Force Reserve while serving 
in the Senate. "Perhaps it is the splendid isolation of being alone in the air which fascinates me," he said in 
his memoirs, "or it might be the perspective which comes from looking down on every part of the world." 

During World War II, Mr. Goldwater tried but was unable to get a combat flying assignment. He did get an 
assignment to the Ferry Command, a newly formed unit made up mostly of overage pilots who delivered 
aircraft and supplies to war zones all over the world, and he spent most of the war flying between the United 
States and India, via the Azores and North Africa or South America, Nigeria and Central Africa. 

Back in Arizona after the war, Mr. Goldwater considered going into politics, and in 1952, he decided to 
challenge Democrat Ernest W. McFarland, a proven Arizona vote-getter and the majority leader of the 
Senate.  Mr. Goldwater admitted his candidacy was a long shot, but with some aggressive campaigning and 
the help of Eisenhower's popularity in the presidential election that year, he won by 7,000 votes.  He 
subsequently served four more terms in the U.S. Senate. 

Mr. Goldwater, one of his party's most respected elder statesmen, had suffered a resounding defeat when 
he ran for president in 1964. But his efforts helped prepare the way for the election of another conservative 
Republican, Ronald Reagan, as president in 1980. 

During his 1964 presidential campaign, Mr. Goldwater was attacked by Democrats and opponents within 
his own party as a demagogue and a leader of right-wing extremists and racists who was likely to lead the 
United States into nuclear war, eliminate civil rights progress and destroy such social welfare programs as 
Social Security. 

But that perception mellowed with time. Mr. Goldwater returned to the Senate in 1969 and went on to serve 
three more terms. Long before his retirement, he had come to be regarded as the Grand Old Man of the 



Republican Party and one of the nation's most respected exponents of conservatism, which he sometimes 
defined as holding on to that which was tested and true and opposing change simply for the sake of change. 

His friends said he was often misunderstood, but his reputation for personal integrity was unblemished. At 
the height of the Watergate crisis, when the Republicans in Congress needed someone to tell President 
Richard M. Nixon he should resign, they chose Senator Goldwater. But instead of telling the president what 
to do, Mr. Goldwater simply informed him in the Oval Office on Aug. 7, 1974, that the Republicans in 
Congress were unwilling and unable to stop his impeachment and conviction should he remain in office.  
Nixon announced his resignation the next day. 

Mr. Goldwater refused to join the Republicans of the New Right during the 1980s when they began to press 
for legislation that would limit the authority of the federal courts to curb organized prayer in public schools 
or to order busing for school integration. He opposed busing and he backed prayer in schools, Mr. 
Goldwater said, but he thought it a dangerous breach of the separation of powers for Congress to be telling 
the courts what to do. 

To many, Mr. Goldwater was a man of contradictions. He ended racial segregation in his family department 
stores, and he was instrumental in ending it in Phoenix schools and restaurants and in the Arizona National 
Guard.  But he also voted against the 1964 Civil Rights Act, contending that it was unconstitutional, and 
he backed restrictive amendments to earlier civil rights legislation.  Blacks voted overwhelmingly against 
him in 1964. 

In his personal and political memoirs, "With No Apologies," published in 1979, Mr. Goldwater observed 
that his run for the presidency in 1964 "was like trying to stand up in a hammock."  He said he knew that 
his chances of winning were slim and contended that his fellow Republicans cost him any chance he might 
have had during the battle for the Republican nomination.   "By the time the convention opened, I had been 
branded as a fascist, a racist, a trigger-happy warmonger, a nuclear madman and the candidate who couldn't 
win," Mr. Goldwater recalled. 

More than anyone else, he was responsible for the unanimous Senate passage of the Defense Department 
Reorganization Act of 1986, the last major achievement of his political career. That measure, approved 
over the objections of the military establishment, streamlined command channels at the Pentagon.  It was 
"the only goddamn thing I've done in the Senate that's worth a damn," Mr. Goldwater said.  Mr. Goldwater 
declined to run for a sixth term in the Senate in 1986, and he retired from politics as chairman of the Senate 
Armed Services Committee and the Senate Intelligence Committee.  "If I had a chance to do it again, I'd do 
it again," he said at the time. 

At the age of 89, Mr. Goldwater, who was a five-term U.S. senator, a champion of conservatism, and whose 
1964 presidential candidacy launched a revolution within the Republican Party, died  on 29 May 1998 at 
home in Paradise Valley near Phoenix, AZ. 

Senator Goldwater’s two sons also attended SMA:  Barry, Jr., in the Class of 57, and Michael in the Class 
of 58. 
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"There are words of mine floating around in the air that I would like to reach up and eat," he once said, and 
when asked by journalist Stewart Alsop in 1963 what it might feel like to wake up as president someday, 
Mr. Goldwater remarked, "Frankly, it scares the hell out of me." 


