Robert Ray, Drake ‘50

Mr.

He answers his own office

lo

phone with a simple “Bob Ray.”

The ex-governor of 14 years,

long out of public office but still

very much in the public view, is a

true Iowa icon.

AT 74, HE'S ARGUABLY MORE

liked and trusted than any other politician }
1 state history. He was elected to an
unprecederted five terms in office, E
serving trom 164 10 1983, then em-
barked on a distinguished career with two |
of [owa's largest insurance companies.

When a broad-based non-partisan I
coalition recerntly formed to lobby
legislators for Gov. Tom Vilsack's lowa
Values Fund, it turned to Ray as their |
spokesman. The thinking was that if Bob
Ray thought it was a good idea. wel, then, |
it must be the thing to do

Over the years, he's been given dozens |
of honers, most recently a lifetime ‘
humanitarian award from the Herbert ’
Hoover Presidential Library Association
and the Des Moines Register's first lowa I
Star Award for community involvement.

He's still promoting the ambiticus
lowa Child project. He reises funds for i
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Keep lowa Beautifu; and the lowa Games.

These days, i addition to serving on
myriad boards and volunteer positions,
Ray says his "passion” is the Character
Counts program in schools and communi-
ties that he spearheaded in connection
with the state's sesquicentennial celebra-
tion in 19g6.

He chaired thar effort. Indeed, he seems
10 lead anything with which he’s involved,

"Agroup of 20 of us met for several
years to plan for it,” Ray recalls. "And
when it was over, we wanved to leave a
legacy. Not just build a menument, but do
something that would make a significant
change in our state and would affect
future generations.”

Scott Raecker, an lowa native who was
lured back from a big-time business
positionin Vail, Colo., to serve as directar
of the 150th anniversary commission, says
that from the time he was first inter-

viewed for the job in 1992, Ray had a
vision in mind.

"The first question he asked was whar I
thought we could do to really impact
people’s lives and have a positive influ-
ence on the quality of life in lowa.”

Raecker says it was Ray's idea to
scmehow enhance how people trear each
other, to improve civility and to show
respect. In short, 10 make decisions thar
reflect good character.

"We knew what we wanted to do.” Ray
says. "We just didn'z know how to go
about ir.”

The upshot was the creation of the
Institute for Character Development,
based at Drake University. which began to
look around the country for programs that
fit its mission.

Whar the group settled on was
Character Counts, a California-developed
gystem of character education based on six



ars of conduct: trustworthiness,
espect, responsibility. fairness, caring
na cirizenship.

"It's not a curriculum,” Ray explains.
[t's a way to change how people think and
orm adifferent wav of life. It's a way 10
tiraulate pride in schools and throughout
hole communities.”

It's now peing used in more than 350
chocls througnour the state, including
aany in Easterr: lowa: some cities in other
ars of the state have also adopted it.

“I'm so passionate about it because I've
een too many places where it has had a
ealimpact.” Ray says. "In the schools,
13¢ipline rates have dropped dramati-
&lly. The kids are happy and helping
thers, and tae teachers can teach without
unishing students. Kids don't learn in
zat kird of environment,

"With Character Counts, evervhody
ins.” '

Raecker, who is now executive director
of the [nstitute for Character Develop-
ment in addition. o having served three
terms as a state representative from
Urbandaie, says the success of Character
Couxnts is due in large part to the guiding
principles Ray has exhibited in a long
career of service,

“He is the epitome of civility and gond
character, He is just a great role model. He's
always been committed to giving back.”

DEMOCRATIC GOV. Tom Vilsack,
wno is a strong supporter of the Character
Counts program, also has high praise for
the onetime Republican governor who
brought tae idea 1o fruition.

"He'z the embodiment of the pro-
gram,” says Vilsack, whose path has
croszed frequently with Ray since he
moved 1o lowa inag7s, “Whern ke was
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governor, he worked with and was
respected by both sides. He's 2 good guy.”

He says Ray's widespread credibnlity
provided a key boos: to Vilsack's lowa
Values Fund, parricularly among some
reluctant Republicans.

"He 15 universally liked and re-
spected,” says Cedar Rapics attorney
Wythe Willev, who served as Ray's chiel of
staff from 1970 t¢ 1981. "He was alwavs
hard-working and dedicated 10 his job
and to the state of lowa. And he could ger
things done.”

Among many other accomplishments.
he credits his eld boss with removing th
sales tax from food and drugs. revamping
school aid and inereasing funding for the
state’s colleges. helping get the comnuunine
coliege svstem off the ground and forming
the Deparvment of Transportation.

Healsoreca.ls when Rav onee
grounded the entire fleet of lowa Nationa!
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Gov, Bob Ray votes in a Gazerte (Cedar Rapids) straw polf in 168¢C.

Guard aireraft — much to the chagrin of
federal officials — hecause cf safety
concerns.

"That shook up Washingron, D.C.."
Willey says.

But Vilsack and others feel Ray's most
lasting legacy is his uncessing efforts to
bring Southeasr Asia refugees to Iowa in
the aftexmath of the Vietnam War.

“He Literally saved thousands of lives
and impacted hundreds of theusands of
others,” the current goversor says, "One
thing a lot of people don't see is how
revered he is in the Asian-American
commanity, They still have a great deal of
regpect for him,”

KEN QUINN. executive director since
1999 of the Des Moines-based Worla Feod
Prize Foundation, worked with Ray on the
resettlement programs and concurs with

Vilsack's assessment.

fQuinn, a career State Departmer:
diplomat who served six years in Vietnam
through the fal! of Saigon in 1674, came
back o Jowa to work for Ray in 1978
through a loan program with the State
Department,

During tiie first wave of Vietnamese
who came 10 the Unired States [cllowing
ke war, several thousand came 1o lowa.
When several thousand Laotians asked o
settle as a group in one place rather than be
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