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L ast year, Thomas Burkhart, head 
of the San Francisco investment 
advisory firm the Savant Group, 
climbed near the top of Tanzania’s 

fabled Mount Kilimanjaro. 
It was the latest in a series of physical 

feats the 69-year-old Burkhart has tack-
led in recent years (including a 550-mile 
San Francisco-to-Los Angeles charity 
bicycle trek in 1999 and numerous mara-
thons) reflecting a discipline and drive 
that have shaped a 40 year-plus career, 
not to mention an enviable physique on 
a man eligible for Social Security ben-
efits. 

He aspires to live at least 100 years, 
and retirement doesn’t figure into his 
plans — ever.

Burkhart’s work l i fe began in 
Bloomington, Ind. As the poor son of a 
laborer, Burkhart took on paper routes 
and odd jobs to earn much-needed cash 
from the age of 10. 

Later, as an undergraduate at Indiana 
University, he started selling insurance 
policies. At 29, Northwestern Mutual 
gave him his first big break: He became 
the general agent for Santa Clara County, 
then a fast-growing region, but not the 
hotbed of wealth creation it is today. 
Burkhart’s challenge was build the busi-
ness from the ground up. He introduced 
new sales techniques (and also cleaned 
house, persuading 28 of the 30 agents he 
inherited to move on). In three years, the 
agency was wildly profitable. 

“To me, there’s no luck out there. It’s 
all hard work,” said Burkhart. Fifteen 
years later, his corporate masters flew in 
to exert more control. So Burkhart quit.

At 45, Burkhart started anew. He recast 
himself as a counselor, not a salesman, 
and took on the risks of starting his own 
enterprise. Security Pension Services, 
as the new firm was called, set up 401k 
plans for organizations, an expertise he 
acquired through private study. Within 
18 months, he had a bustling business 
with 15 employees, growing fast — too 

fast, according to Burkhart. He merged 
the firm with a nearby competitor, a 
poor decision, Burkhart eventually con-
cluded, given the competing egos of the 
principals.

So Burkhart started over again, found-
ing Savant in 1991, a financial advisory 
firm for wealthy individuals. Burkhart 
and his lawyer wife Carol, a partner in 
the new firm, didn’t take a salary for four 
years as they built the business.

Today, Savant manages nearly $1 bil-
lion in assets with around 300 clients, 

the average account at around $3 mil-
lion. Operating independently is essen-
tial, according to Burkhart. 

“Our job is to represent you the client 
in this worldwide marketplace, and it is 
complicated,” he said. “We go to the cus-
todian where we can get the best trading 
prices. We’re big enough now that we 
can access all the best money managers. 
Nobody can buy us.”

Burkhart makes his home in a pent-
house in the clock tower of San 
Francisco’s 100-year-old landmark, the 
Schmidt Lithograph plant — visible in 
all directions of the city. He has set up 
a gym in the tower, where he trains to 
maintain that youthful vigor. “I’d like to 
be chairman for a long time,” he said.
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Scaling both mountains and market heights

“There’s no luck out there. It’s all hard work,” says Burkhart.

No. 3 
Thomas Burkhart
Title: Chairman and chief executive officer.
Company: The Savant Group.
Base: San Francisco.
Typical size of account: $2 million to $3 
million.
Typical client’s net worth: $5 million plus. 
Team’s total assets: $973 million.
Watching in ’08: “We are watching three 
things: the value of the dollar relative to 
other currencies, consumer confidence, 
and the value of commodities, which are 
tied to inflation.”
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Mt. Eden Investment Advisors

would like to thank its terrific 

team for their contribution to the 

great honor of the firm’s selection 

as one of the top wealth advisors 

in the San Francisco Bay Area.

Mt. Eden Investment Advisors
is a private asset management firm

serving individuals, families, trusts, endowments, 
and taxable corporate clients.  We specialize in 

coordinating comprehensive investment solutions 
including tax-sensitive core equity management 

within a master asset allocation framework.

343 Sansome Street
Suite 1600

San Francisco, CA 94104

800-724-5751
Fax: 415-288-3039

515 South Flower Street
Suite 3600

Los Angeles, CA 90071

888-330-3133
Fax: 213-236-3765

info@mtedeninvest.com
www.mtedeninvest.com

For 25 years, our approach to hospitality has been clear.
Passionately deliver personalized service.  Dare to exceed expectations. 

Create exceptional and irreplaceable memories.  We didn’t think our standards 
would make us stand out so clearly from the rest.  It’s fortunate that our 

guests think this distinctive experience is award-winning.

You are unique.  Shouldn’t your hotel be, too?

55 Cyril Magnin Street   Fifth at Market   San Francisco, CA 94102
415-392-8000   www.parc55hotel.com

Last year, Thomas Burkhart, head of 
the San Francisco investment advisory 
firm the Savant Group, climbed near 
the top of Tanzania’s fabled Mount 

Kilimanjaro.
It was the latest in a series of physical feats 

the 69-year-old Burkhart has tackled in recent 
years (including a 550-mile San Francisco-to-
Los Angeles charity bicycle trek in 1999 and 
numerous marathons) reflecting a discipline and 
drive that have shaped a 40 year-plus career, not 
to mention an enviable physique on a man eli-
gible for Social Security benefits.

He aspires to live at least 100 years, and  
retirement doesn’t figure into his plans — ever.

Burkhart’s work life began in Bloomington, 
Ind. As the poor son of a laborer, Burkhart took 
on paper routes and odd jobs to earn much-
needed cash from the age of 10.

Later, as an undergraduate at Indiana Uni-
versity, he started selling insurance policies. 
At 29, Northwestern Mutual gave him his 
first big break: He became the general agent 
for Santa Clara County, then a fast-growing 
region, but not the hotbed of wealth creation 
it is today. Burkhart’s challenge was build the 
business from the ground up. He introduced 
new sales techniques (and also cleaned house, 
persuading 28 of the 30 agents he inherited 
to move on). In three years, the agency was 
wildly profitable.

“To me, there’s no luck out there. It’s all hard 
work,” said Burkhart. Fifteen years later, his 
corporate masters flew in to exert more control. 
So Burkhart quit. 

At 45, Burkhart started anew. He recast him-
self as a counselor, not a salesman, and took on 
the risks of starting his own enterprise. Security 
Pension Services, as the new firm was called, set 
up 401k plans for organizations, an expertise he  
acquired through private study. Within 18 
months, he had a bustling business with 15 
employees, growing fast — too fast, according 
to Burkhart. He merged the firm with a nearby 
competitor, a poor decision, Burkhart eventu-

ally concluded, given the competing egos of the 
principals.

So Burkhart started over again, founding 
Savant in 1991, a financial advisory firm for 
wealthy individuals. Burkhart and his lawyer 
wife Carol, a partner in the new firm, didn’t 
take a salary for four years as they built the  
business.

Today, Savant manages nearly $1 billion in 
assets with around 300 clients, the average ac-
count at around $3 million. Operating indepen-
dently is essential, according to Burkhart.

“Our job is to represent you the client in this 
worldwide marketplace, and it is complicated,” 
he said. “We go to the custodian where we can 
get the best trading prices. We’re big enough 
now that we can access all the best money man-
agers. Nobody can buy us.”

Burkhart makes his home in a penthouse in 
the clock tower of San Francisco’s 100-year-old 
landmark, the Schmidt Lithograph plant — vis-
ible in all directions of the city. He has set up a 
gym in the tower, where he trains to maintain 

that youthful vigor. “I’d like to be chairman for 
a long time,” he said.
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Scaling both mountains and market heights
BY JENNIFER PENDELTON
San Francisco Business Times Contributor

“There’s no luck out there. It’s all hard work,” says Burkhart.
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