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Remembering Henry Woods Bowman 

By Pete Reinwald 

 

H. Woods Bowman always had his door open. 

And students and colleagues usually found the lover of the arts, the friend of the homeless and the 

champion of public service at his desk, regardless of the day or hour. 

“Dr. Bowman was always in the office, more than you would expect from a so-called ‘retired’ professor,” 

said Brie Bingham, a graduate assistant in DePaul University’s School of Public Service. “His dedication to 

his work was admirable. He seemed indefatigable.” 

Bowman, a professor emeritus in the School of Public Service, was killed Friday in a car crash in 

Michigan. News of his death spread Monday, sending the SPS community reeling. 

Bowman, 73, taught in the School of Public Service from 1995 through his retirement in 2012. Even 

then, he kept going. He and other researchers had recently won a grant to study the finances of U.S. 

performing arts centers – one of his passions. He and his wife, Michele Thompson, were on their way to 

an exhibit at the Detroit Institute of Arts when a semi-trailer rear-ended their car, causing a chain-

reaction crash.  News reports said Michele was recovering. 

Colleagues, students, newspaper columnists and public officials remembered Bowman for his smarts, 

sense of humor, kindness, dedication to public service and adherence to the values of St. Vincent 

DePaul.  

“I feel his loss for all of the things I could have learned from him as a scholar, art-lover, public servant, 

leader, and generous individual,” said Bingham, who in recent weeks worked closely with Bowman. 

Said Ramya Ramanath, an assistant professor in the School of Public Service: “It is hard to speak of 

Woods in the past tense. I won’t. I just know that I’d miss him dearly.” 

Bowman’s career spanned parts of six decades, beginning in the 1960s, and it featured stints in finance 

and economics, the nonprofit industry and politics as well as teaching.  



He worked as an economist at the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago, taught at the University of Illinois at 

Chicago, served in the Illinois House of Representatives, worked as Cook County’s chief financial officer 

and served pro-bono as interim president and CEO for Goodwill Industries of Metropolitan Chicago – all 

before he joined DePaul to teach economics and finance. 

“I was devastated to learn of Woods' untimely passing,” said Joseph Kearney, a part-time faculty 

member in the School of Public Service. “DePaul, Chicago and the State of Illinois have lost a true 

luminary in the field of public policy and economics, as well as a kind and caring advocate for students 

and faculty alike.” 

Bob Stokes, who last summer became director of the School of Public Service, told the Chicago Tribune 

in an article published Tuesday that his jaw dropped upon reading Bowman’s resume for the first time. 

"I was like, 'Wow, what a gift to have him here to talk to every day,’” Stokes said. “His door was always 

open. He would always read your work. He would always give you notes to make your work better, and 

he never said no." 

Colleagues remembered Bowman for his ability and willingness to approach the homeless with the same 

ease he'd approach Cook County President Toni Preckwinkle.  

Professor Emeritus J. Patrick Murphy, the former School of Public Service director who hired Bowman 20 

years ago, said the two would split their lunch bill and divide the change. Murphy said Bowman 

preferred single dollars to larger bills because the single bills allowed him to give to more people on the 

street.  

“They knew him, and he talked to them,” Murphy said, referring to Bowman’s relationship with the 

homeless. “This man in his very quiet way was doing an awful lot of good. He was like Vincent to me. 

Everybody knew him on both ends” – from the rich and powerful to the poor and vulnerable. 

In an interview with the DePaul Emeritus Society, David Edward Sims asked Bowman why the study of 

public service was important. 

“Well, it’s like St. Vincent said,” Bowman responded. “It’s not enough to do good. You must do it well. So 

when we teach, we do it well.” 

Former students said he did it well. 

Jeremy Edwards, a dean at the University of Chicago’s Harris School of Public Policy, said he will never 

forget his experience as a fellow in Bowman’s fellow seminar in the School of Public Service. Edwards 

emphasized Bowman’s influence on his career, education philosophy and commitment to public service. 

“My interest in public policy and academics was born from my time learning from Dr. Bowman,” said 

Edwards, who earned a degree in International Public Service Management and has taught a course in 

the School of Public Service. “I’ve told several colleagues of mine through the years that his 

course/mentorship alone was the moment when I knew I wanted to pursue policy and academics.  



“He introduced me to a newfound way of thinking about data, the role of the state, and how we can 

better challenge the status quo. I use this criterion in every decision I make in my current role at the 

University of Chicago.” 

Some who knew Bowman speak in superlatives about his honesty, citing his record from 1976 to 1990 in 

the Illinois House of Representatives, including several years as chair of the House Appropriations 

Committee. 

Bowman also was a noted nonprofit ethicist, having written a regular column on the topic for Nonprofit 

Quarterly, an independent news organization. 

Greg Hinz wrote Monday in Crain’s Business Chicago: “I always found Bowman not only smart in both an 

academic and worldly sense, but as honest as they come.” 

Added Murphy, the former School of Public Service director: “He was one of the very smartest people I 

ever met, perhaps the very smartest. He was always the voice of moderation and wisdom. He had such 

compassion for people. He was such a nice guy, participating in society and living a good life in every 

way.” 

As a graduate assistant, Bingham said Bowman asked her to proofread a chapter of a book that he was 

writing about nonprofit finance.  

“He made it very clear that he valued my comments,” Bingham said.  

She said she got to know him and appreciate his generosity and acknowledgement of her work. He’d 

share anecdotes about his trips, including a recent one to Europe, and engage in long conversations 

about issues and events such as the ongoing Confederate flag controversy. 

Bowman’s colleague Ramanath said she vividly remembers a morning in 2011 when Bowman walked 

her to breakfast. She was visiting DePaul on a job interview, and Bowman provided a short tour that 

included his perspective on Chicago’s architecture, food, history and music.  

She would get to know Bowman, whom she called a “most modest achiever,” through their mutual 

penchant for spending weekends in the office. 

“This weekend it shall hurt to walk into the building and not see his name neatly signed on that entry 

sheet; a sight that always brought a wave of comfort and inspiration,” Ramanath said. “What a 

tremendous presence. ... I can see him barge into my office impatient to share comments on an article 

I’d just finished writing or a presentation he had seen me deliver. He’d do it with such alacrity as if his 

feedback might vanish from his brilliant mind.” 

 

She added: “His absence and separation shall, to me, remain a myth. If only the door to his office could 

stay open like it always was.” 


