Former Gov. Richards dies

Central Texan heralded "new Texas," broke ground for women
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Ann Richards, the feminist groundbreaker with a whip-quick wit who promised a "new Texas" as the state's first female governor in 50 years, died Wednesday at her Austin home. Richards, 73, had battled esophageal cancer.

With glinting blue eyes and an expressive face crinkled by an infectious grin, Richards charmed the state and the nation during her late-in-life bloom. The frost-haired Democrat also provoked Republicans with her barbs, most famously casting the first President Bush as being born with a silver foot in his mouth.

But she also spoke longingly of bridging partisanship, especially in urging legislators to reach a plan delivering equity in public school funding. In reaching out, she may have underestimated the vigor and appeal of GOP opponents including George W. Bush, the Dallas businessman and son of the 41st president who denied Richards a second four-year term as governor (setting him on his path to the presidency and Texas Republicans to dominance of statewide politics).

Richards' public career ran from her election to the first of two terms as a Travis County commissioner in 1976 to eight years as state treasurer and four years as the state's 45th governor.

In speeches and her 1989 autobiography, Richards celebrated her spotlight spell as a welcome, even glamorous detour from decades of semi-anonymous political activism as a wife and mother. She also was frank about her personal life — including her month spent in rehabilitation for alcoholism in 1980 and the painful yet amicable divorce a few years later that left her a happily single woman the remainder of her years.

After losing re-election in 1994, Richards worked as a consultant and lobbyist while continuing to accept speaking engagements. For a time, she kept a condominium not far from the Texas Capitol and an apartment in New York. She announced her cancer diagnosis in March.

Austin lawyer Claire Korioth, a Richards' gubernatorial appointee and friend for more than 40 years, called her an eternal symbol of hope for Texas women who might otherwise see little chance of a woman leading the swaggering state that shaped Lyndon B. Johnson and the two Bush presidents.

"To have that symbol there for young women to see, that's something you can't calculate, but it's huge," Korioth said earlier this year. "The pure symbolism of it is of great significance, especially in a state like Texas. It means there is a role model out there. A woman has done this, held the job, got elected. It's not an insurmountable task."

Dorothy Ann Willis Richards lived most of her life in Central Texas. Her parents, Cecil and Ona, hailed from the burgs of Bugtussle and Hogjaw. They raised their only child, born in September 1933, in little Lakeview (later renamed Lacy Lakeview) outside Waco until it was time for high school. They then moved to the bigger city where, Richards insisted, her mother personally built their house.

Entering Waco High School in 1946, Richards dropped her first name of Dorothy to become just Ann. She became the state debate champion as a senior and attended Girls State, the annual mock-government assembly of students, where she was elected lieutenant governor. She later credited the gathering with igniting her interest in government and politics.

At Waco High, she met classmate David Richards, who came from a family with political interests: His mother was president of the Texas League of Women Voters. The sweethearts subsequently enrolled at Baylor University and married at 19.

While Dave Richards attended the University of Texas School of Law, Ann earned a teaching certificate and taught government at South Austin's Fulmore Junior High School. After a year in Washington, where Dave Richards worked for the U.S. Civil Rights Commission, the couple moved to Dallas. Richards embarked on his career while Ann Richards entered motherhood, eventually giving birth to two boys and two girls.

The couple, who had participated in the University of Texas Young Democrats, embraced opportunities to help Democrats in what was then considerably conservative Dallas County. Ann Richards found a kindred spirit in Betty McKool, whose husband, Mike, won election to the Texas Senate in 1968. The wives wrote an annual spoof entitled "Political Paranoia." They also started a tradition of outrageous Christmas cards and founded the North Dallas Democratic Women, compiling lists of liberal Democrats on index cards.

Richards reflected on her Dallas period with mixed emotions. Nobody "ever expected me to do anything but plan parties and decorate my house and keep the children clean," she said. "I wouldn't give a recipe to a friend because that was the only form of power I had." She feared her tombstone would state: "She kept a really clean house."

The Richards family moved to looser, hipper Austin in 1969, settling in nearby West Lake Hills. Richards had tired of licking envelopes and doing grunt work in campaigns. So she was initially cool to helping a young lawyer run for the Texas House. Sarah Weddington, who had successfully argued the Roe v. Wade abortion rights case before the U.S. Supreme Court, said Richards came aboard after an introductory lunch at Austin's (now-gone) Alamo Hotel.

Richards, who later helped Wilhelmina Delco win a House seat, said later: "I agreed to play a part in helping run the campaign because I had never done it before. And we set off like Dorothy and Toto on the way to Oz. You know that was the campaign where Sarah's opponent accused her of being unstable and changeable because she wore her hair up some days and down on her shoulders on others."

In 1974, Richards tasted government from inside as Weddington's administrative assistant in the House. And after her husband declined a request from local Democrats for him to challenge Travis County Commissioner Johnny Voudouris in 1976, Richards went for it — only after days of uncertainty and with her husband's blessing.

Richards called her weighing the race "the first time I had had a serious talk with myself about where I was going."

She won a second term in 1980 and proved a blast of fresh air. She prevailed on colleagues to begin funding human services; the county had expanded funding to 39 agencies by 1982.

She later recalled overcoming apprehension among male employees, including road workers who kept an ugly mutt near the county barn. "I did a good job of convincing the workers that I was not going to fire anyone. When I asked if there were any questions, no one said a word. So in order to ease the tension, I asked them the name of the ugly dog. A man in the back said, 'You're going to find out anyway; her name is Ann Richards.' Then a young man up front said, 'But we call her Ms. Ann.' "

Richard Moya, a county commissioner at the time, credited Richards with bringing a missing sensitivity to the five-member body. Her sights elevated to statewide office quickly, however, and when the incumbent state treasurer, Warren Harding, looked to be in legal trouble in 1982, she leapt in.

Richards sailed to the Democratic nomination after Harding withdrew from the race and then defeated Republican nominee Allen Clark to take over an agency whose employees were accustomed to male-driven, top-down directives. Harding and his predecessor, Jesse James, had run the shop since 1941. In her first week on the job, Richards later said, a secretary asked to bring doughnuts on a Friday. Harding had evidently reserved such decisions to himself.

Among changes, Richards guided the treasury from punch-card computers (of the "cave man" era, an aide advised) to electronic funds transfer. Toward the end of her tenure, she celebrated generating more than $1 billion in interest income through faster deposits of checks and modernized investments and cash management.

Her ultimate tally of more than $1.7 billion in outside income exceeded the non-tax revenue raised by previous treasurers over their combined 147 years in office.

She won over bankers and the business community with no-nonsense attentiveness and flashes of comedy, occasionally donning a plastic pig nose and pretending to be a chauvinist executive named Harry Porko.

Her GOP successor, Kay Bailey Hutchison, said that Richards "took an office that was back in the Dark Ages, not computerized, and turned it into a modern operation. I can't be political about that — I think her reputation in general and her job as state treasurer has been good. "

By the late 1980s, Richards had emerged as a likely 1990 gubernatorial hopeful along with the better-funded and higher-profile Jim Mattox, the state attorney general.

She exploded on the national scene as the keynote speaker at the 1988 Democratic National Convention in Atlanta, where she was hailed as the brightest star to come from Texas since the rougher-edged LBJ. (Her star turn was unexpected; in April 1988, an aide had scrawled on Richards' desk calendar: "WHAT DOES ANN NEED TO DO TO BE A DELEGATE TO NAT. CONVENTION?")

Little lingered from her speech but her line lampooning President George H.W. Bush: "Poor George, he can't help it; he was born with a silver foot in his mouth." Yet her smile, style and the line alone were enough to cement her as a national character and even a vice presidential prospect; she later chaired the 1992 Democratic National Convention.

The 1990 governor's race proved to be a heavyweight brawl. Mattox and Richards reached a runoff after former Gov. Mark White ran third in the Democratic primary. During the runoff period, Mattox suggested Richards had used marijuana and cocaine in the past. Richards said she had used no mind-altering chemicals in 10 years, refusing to elaborate.

"I have revealed more about my personal life, including my alcoholism and my recovery, than any person who has ever run for governor before," she said at a debate. "And now, by continuing to raise these questions, I think we are sending a very sad message to a lot of people who think that if they seek treatment they will forever bear the stigma of their addiction."

Mattox said Wednesday that he and Richards shed their political boxing gloves in time to stand united at their party's state convention that year.

"Ann and I were part of the same (Democratic) family. Sometimes the fiercest fights take place within the family. We got over our fight and she went on to help me in politics and to extend her gracious hand in love."

She bested Mattox, only to find herself trailing the GOP choice, political novice Clayton Williams of Midland, by a wide margin entering the summer. But Williams delivered a spate of gaffes, at one point suggesting that rainy weather was like rape, at another refusing to shake Richards' hand, and at another saying he wasn't sure how he had voted on the only proposition on the state ballot.

Just before Election Day, Williams conceded that he had not paid federal income taxes in a recent year because of a downshift in the oil patch. Richards benefited from the missteps, drawing support from suburban women normally inclined to favor Republicans. She beat Williams by winning 49.5 percent of the vote.

She savored her emergence at the time as the first woman elected governor since Miriam Amanda "Ma" Ferguson in 1932 and the first woman elected as CEO of the state entirely in her own right. Ferguson, who had two nonconsecutive terms, had been preceded as governor by her husband, James E. "Pa" Ferguson.

Sworn into office under a bright blue sky, Richards told thousands of celebrants including many who had marched with her from the Congress Avenue bridge north to the Capitol: "Welcome to the first day of the new Texas!"

She launched her administration by saying state government existed to serve the taxpayers; her first addition was an office ombudsman, who reported fielding 200 calls a week in the administration's first 100 days (as Richards' correspondence section tallied 5,000 constituent letters a week).

Richards swept her attention initially to pressuring members of the state board overseeing insurance to resign so she could appoint a majority. Legislation set up an independent lawyer to fight for consumers at the Texas Department of Insurance. But legislators did not embrace her request to give governors the ability to name agency heads Cabinet-style.

She also aligned with Lt. Gov. Bob Bullock and Comptroller John Sharp by favoring a statewide performance review of agencies leading to dozens of recommendations for change. But she rebuffed her appointed commission's recommendation that Texas revamp taxes and adopt a state personal income tax.

In her first 140-day regular session, Richards ushered in legislation revising officeholder ethics laws and creating an ethics commission; asking voters to approve the first wave of a series of bonds ultimately paying for more than 75,000 additional prison cells (the biggest prison building program in U.S. history), with a first-time dedication of some beds to inmates combatting addictions to drugs or alcohol.

She also won passage of a measure setting a minimum 35-year sentence for capital murderers who did not get the death penalty; previously a life sentence could lead to parole after 15 years.

Under her watch, lawmakers merged agencies overseeing environmental issues into the forerunner of the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality. .

During a summer session convened to write the two-year state budget in the face of a nearly $5 billion shortfall, Richards pushed lawmakers to send voters a proposal authorizing a state lottery, intoning in a TV address: "The choice is simple, I think. Either we have a huge tax bill or we approve a lottery." (Her forecast was that the lottery would yield $1 billion a year for the state once in place. Revenue since topped out at $1.189 billion in 1997; it was a shade over $1 billion in the fiscal year that ended Aug. 31, 2005.)

The session also resulted in Richards signing into law changes propping up the state's antiquated corporate franchise tax as part of $2.7 billion in higher taxes.

Richards also swayed lawmakers to start a statewide child immigration program. Risking the support of gun-rights advocates, she refused to support efforts to let residents apply for licenses to carry concealed weapons, though Bush later signed such licensing into law.

And she was a frequent-flyer cheerleader for the economy, steering an incentive package that kept a General Motors plant in Arlington and helping persuade the Southwestern Bell Telephone Co. to move its headquarters to San Antonio. She often went to Washington, tallying visits with 78 U.S. House members to urge approval of the North American Free Trade Agreement (over objections from organized labor) and helping persuade Congress to maintain the space station project while failing to stop Congress from de-funding the superconducting supercollider project near Waxahachie.

Richards also focused on putting minority Texans on state boards and commissions.

Of her nearly 3,000 appointments, some 46 percent were female, 15 percent were black, 20 percent were Hispanic and 2 percent were Asian American. Her predecessor, GOP Gov. Bill Clements, gave more than 80 percent of his appointments to Anglos and men.

"We have changed Texas," Richards said. "The boards and commissions that we have appointed reflect the people of this state, for the first time in history, in all its rich diversity."

Two appointments did not turn out well: Lena Guerrero, a former House member from Travis County, landed on the Texas Railroad Commission but lost her bid for election in her own right when it came clear she had lied about graduating from college. And Bob Krueger, the former U.S. House member who was Richards' appointee to succeed Lloyd Bentsen in the U.S. Senate was slaughtered by Hutchison in a subsequent special election.

The education issue dogged Richards and other leaders in the early 1990s. She failed to give teachers a promised pay raise and also never persuaded lawmakers to insure all school employees. She also never sent legislators a passable plan for achieving equitable funding in answer to the Texas Supreme Court's mandate for substantial equity, leaving the solution to legislators.

After fits and starts, in the face of a court order threatening a cutoff of state aid to schools if action did not occur by June 1993, lawmakers approved a plan requiring a few super-wealthy districts to share revenue with property-poor districts. The "Robin Hood" mechanism was upheld by the courts and remains in place despite vows by some Republican leaders to eliminate it.

Bush, consistently saying he liked Richards personally, defeated Richards despite her continuing personal popularity. She fell to Bush by 53 percent to 46 percent after what even supporters deemed a lackluster re-election effort. The defeated governor probably hurt herself by referring to Bush as "some jerk." She also was hurt by President Clinton's relative unpopularity in Texas. Yet she credited Bush with staying on message, wishing him well personally.

Richards, who had welcomed Queen Elizabeth for a visit to Texas, kept a star quality throughout her reign that showed in unusual ways — like the time she casually admired a motorcycle only to end up with a gleaming Harley Davidson, which she passed along to the Texas Department of Public Safety. She met her goal of obtaining a motorcycle license for her 60th birthday (along the way, putting a scare into the press aide who accompanied her to lessons).

On leaving office, her family said in a news release issued Wednesday, she was most proud of two actions that they said "probably cost her re-election." Those were her veto of a measure that would have allowed the destruction of the environment over the sensitive Edwards Aquifer and her veto of a proposal to have a voter referendum on concealed handguns.

"The concealed-handgun issue was huge. It was what we heard on the campaign trail everywhere," former Richards spokesman Chuck McDonald said Wednesday, noting that Richards lost East Texas to Bush four years after carrying most of the region in her win over Clayton Williams. "She paid for that veto, no doubt."

Dorothy Browne, a Richards adviser on criminal justice, said Richards "was really brave and bold and real. You know, we probably tried to do too much in four years. It was such a fabulous time."

From 1995 to 2001, she was a senior adviser at the Washington law firm of Verner, Liipfert, Bernhard, McPherson & Hand. Richards subsequently worked for Public Strategies, Inc., an Austin-based public relations and marketing firm.

Her family said Wednesday: "Ann Richards loved all of Texas and especially South Padre Island for fishing and celebrating Thanksgivings with her family and friends. She also loved cheering for the University of Texas Lady Longhorns Basketball team."

They asked that memorial gifts be made to the Ann Richards School for Young Women Leaders, to open August 2007 in the Austin school district, through the Austin Community Foundation, P.O. Box 5159, Austin, Texas 78763, 512-472-4483, or online at www.austincommunityfoundation.org.

Richards is survived by her four children: Cecile, Daniel, Clark and Ellen and their spouses: Kirk Adams, Linda Richards, Sharon Zeugin and Greg Johnson. She had eight grandchildren.

Richards often told young girls not to try her path diverting from obedient know-no-alternative housewifery to a late discovery of personal potential.

"The only standard that truly matters is the one you set for yourself," she said at Girls State in 1993. "And you cannot count on Prince Charming to make you feel better about yourself and take care of you, like some funhouse mirror that reflects you at twice your real size.

"Because Prince Charming may be driving a Honda and telling you that you have no equal . . . but that won't do you much good when you've got kids and a mortgage . . . and he has a beer gut and a wandering eye."

On embarking on her 12-year stint as a statewide official, Richards said: "Naturally, I want it to be easier for women to get involved in politics. I want them to think of politics and public service as a good place for them, as something honorable and something worthwhile for them to pursue. And the way they are going to do that is to say, 'If she can do it, I can do it.' "

