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A lifetime of service

By Rick Fahr
sun staff writer

JONESBORO -- He seldom met a
stranger, and he was at easein
conversations with family, friends and
constituents. Not too often did he turn
down achance to talk with people, from
informal remarksin a civic group setting
to a speech on the floor of the General
Assembly.

Sen. Jerry Bookout

But perhaps state Sen. Jerry Bookout's most thoughtful public words came
last fall as he battled cancer. In an interview for one of many articles on his

long life and career of public service, he spoke not as a veteran lawmaker of

businessman or respected |eader. He reflected on hislife as a man at peace
with his destiny.

"Y ou value things differently -- your church, your family, friendships. ...
Y ou value every hour of every day. That's what | would tell somebody.
Vaue every single day you have. Lifeisno dress rehearsal.”

Bookout, 72, died at his home Wednesday morning. He had been suffering
from non-Hodgkin's lymphoma, cancer that attacks the lymph nodes.

He leaves behind alegacy of public service that spans more than three
decades. His Senate biography reads like that of several lawmakers

combined. In the last regular session he was chairman of several committeds

-- Health Insurance and Prescription Drugs, Higher Educational Services
Oversight Subcommittee, L egislative Joint Auditing-Counties and

Municipalities and Public Health-Senate Health Services. He served for two
decades on the powerful Joint Budget Committee.

Gov. Mike Huckabee characterized Bookout as a statesman.

"Jerry was awonderful and genuine public servant whom | considered a

friend and will always respect as a statesman. He was kind and helpful to me

in my early days as lieutenant governor when | first arrived to preside over
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the Senate," the governor said. "l really will miss his steady influence, his
wisdom, and the integrity he brought to the process. His faith in Christ was
authentic and was the strength for him and his family during these difficult
last days. | know that you join with mein praying for his family during thei
grief. Hislossis not only theirs, but shared by all of Arkansas."
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Education issues proved to be a hallmark of Bookout's public service. He
helped lead efforts to el evate then-Arkansas State College to the status of
university. Later he helped gain funding for the school's Convocation
Center, which has become a drawing card for the region. Bookout
championed the Academic Challenge Program, which helps children from
low- and moderate-income families attend college.

Over the years he also supported measures that created the state's
kindergarten program, provided free textbooks and improved working
conditions for teachers, according to a Senate resolution honoring the
senator. In announcing his last campaign for the Senate, Bookout's
comments spoke volumes of hiswork on education issues.

"I've worked to secure funding for every classroom, library and
administration facility built herein the last 30 years," he contended.

Arkansas State University was one of Bookout's favored institutions, and the
university honored him and his family in 2004 by naming Bookout Plazain
their honor. In 1997 the school named Bookout a distinguished alumnus.
President Dr. Les Wyatt said Wednesday that Bookout was a true champior
of the school.

"Sen. Bookout has been more than afriend. He has been a great advocate
and a great supporter of thisuniversity. His fingerprints and hisinfluence afe
present all over the ASU campus,” Wyatt said. "His advocacy and devotion
to thisinstitution has been lived out in the lives of many peoplein this
region. He was aways a candidate for the people, and we the people will
miss him. Arkansas State University has always regarded him as our
senator, and we will miss our senator.”

First elected to the state House in 1966, Bookout served three terms before
moving to the state Senate in 1972. His colleagues elected him president pr
tempore in 1991, and he eventually served 28 years as the senator
representing Jonesboro, with abreak in service in the mid-1990s.
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Matching his 32 years as a state lawmaker, Bookout served in the Army anﬂ
then in the Arkansas Army National Guard, totaling 30 yearsin uniform an

retiring as colonel. He earned the Arkansas Distinguished Service Medal arnd
the U.S. Legion of Merit.

Maj. Gen. (Ret.) James A. Ryan, former adjutant general of Arkansas,
remembered Bookout's service as chief of the state's selective service
organization.

"He was extremely active. ... He was extremely active in helping. When he
got to the Legidature, he helped the Guard to get the things that they
needed, and the things I'm talking about were funding for armories," Ryan
said from hishome in Hot Springs Village. "He didn't just help his district.
was all over the state.”
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Ryan noted that Bookout traveled on many overseas missionsto visit
training or deployed troops.

"Jerry was always the one who went around to the troops to ask if anybody
had a problem they needed help with before they could get home. Invariably
someone did,” the general explained. "He was extremely good like that. He
was just the type of person anybody could talk to, and he was just a great
help."

Bookout often worked on Guard issues on his own time, Ryan said.

"If we had to have something, a contract, we had to get to the National
Guard Bureau and it needed alegal review. Jerry was the guy to do it, on his
own time. He didn't come in to drill to do it. He was just a super person like
that."

In addition to his public service, Bookout was a businessman, board
chairman of Langford-Bookout Funeral Home of Jonesboro after he built a
separate business, Bookout Monument Co.

Visitation will be today, 4-7 p.m., at Langford-Bookout Funeral Home. A
memorial service will beat 11 am. Friday at First Baptist Church.

rfahr@jonesborosun.com
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