
Reflecting on Jim Ryan’s life and 

legacy, I cannot help but think of our 

country’s current economic situation. 

In the wake of the consequences born 

of some rather damaging decisions,  

the discussions of the role business 

plays in our society and the 

responsibility of its leaders are 

especially relevant to all our lives.  

And I realize: we can use more Jim 

Ryans in the world.

As the leader of a company that 

develops, designs, builds, manages  

and finances major projects throughout 

the country, Jim certainly understood 

how decisions could impact a 

community. What I admired about 

Jim was he never lost sight of people — 

the people he employed, the people 

who would live, work and play in 

the structures his company built, the 

customers whose businesses would 

function daily within those walls and 

the neighbors that would endure the 

noise and inconvenience of its progress. 

He had a way of making everyone feel 

they had a personal relationship with 

him, that he cared about them and 

their family, their well being. And that’s 

because he did. He wasn’t interested in 

building the tallest skyscraper or being 

the biggest company, he was interested 

in delivering the best for his customers 

and the community.

I don’t mean to imply Jim didn’t have a 

passion for development. He certainly 

did. I think one of the reasons why 

Ryan is known for the “hairy” projects 

is that Jim, with his partners Tim Gray 

and Pat Ryan, liked to achieve what 

others could not. Jim often asked his 

employees to meet stringent challenges 

that could make or break a project. 

The 800-1000 Nicollet development 

in downtown Minneapolis, Midtown 

Exchange, the LPI Linerboard Mill 

in Becker, Minnesota, are a few 

examples Jim often pointed to of what 

we could achieve as a company. He 

trusted his employees to meet his high 

expectations instead of micromanaging 

them. While pleased with awards  

and accolades from the media, he  

was especially proud to receive letters 

from his customers praising his  

people and what they were able to 

deliver. It’s what he always called a 

win-win.

Jim talked about the same things 

being discussed in the media today: 

responsibility, accountability, integrity, 

community. I think “always do the 

right thing” and “building lasting 

relationships” are lasered into every 

employees’ brains. What made hearing 

these words from Jim so effective 

when they might have come across as 

condescending from others was we saw 

Jim living these words every single day. 

He truly believed in delivering the most 

value to his customers. He went out 

of his way to ensure people felt good 

about their decisions. When you see 

that kind of example coming from the 

very top of an organization, someone 

who walks the talk, it engenders a 

sense of purpose and responsibility to 

do the same.

Jim also gave of himself — financial 

gifts as well as his time and talent. 

It isn’t hard to guess the project Jim 

was most proud of — the Cristo Rey 

Jesuit High School/Colin Powell Youth 

Leadership Center in Minneapolis. 

With all the characteristics of a 

typical Ryan project — i.e., plenty of 

hair — Jim, Tim and Pat spearheaded 

the fundraising campaign for the 

building as well as the design-build 

effort. Again, Jim trusted not only his 

employees, but his friends, customers 

and subcontractors to help make this 

school and community center for 

economically challenged urban youth 

and their families a reality. If you ever 

had the opportunity to speak with Jim 

about this project, you probably had 

some idea what it meant to him. Joy 

is the word that comes to my mind. 

Giving was just a part of who Jim was 

and his joy in giving was contagious. 

As an employee at Ryan, I can tell you 

that while I miss Jim, I feel fortunate 

to have witnessed first-hand what 

real leadership looks like. He wasn’t 

perfect. He made mistakes. His ability 

to laugh at himself is what made him 

completely likeable and therefore, 

relatable. Perhaps that is a trait that 

could be added to our discussions  

on corporate responsibility and 

leadership — humanity. 
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MATT VAN LOON, project manager, was 

named a board member for REBUILDING 

TOGETHER. Members of the Des Moines 

office regularly volunteer for the 

organization, which rehabilitates the 

homes of low-income homeowners, 

particularly the elderly, disabled, and 

families with dependent children (www.

rebuildingtogetherdesmoines.org). 

CONGRATULATIONS, MATT.

The DES MOINES OFFICE is an 

Honorable Mention winner of an 

IOWA CHARACTER COUNTS BUSINESS 

CHARACTER AWARD (www.drake.edu/

icd). This award is presented to an 

organization that demonstrates the Six 

Pillars of Character (Trustworthiness, 

Respect, Responsibility, Fairness, Caring, 

and Citizenship) in its culture/climate. 

CONGRATULATIONS, DES MOINES.

This summer, RYAN’S MINNEAPOLIS 

OFFICE focused on SERVICE PROJECTS 

IN NORTH MINNEAPOLIS. The projects 

took place along the Glenwood 

Avenue corridor and the Harrison 

Neighborhood, one of the most 

economically-challenged, well-organized 

neighborhoods in Minneapolis. Four 

different projects involving more than 

85 Ryan team members were completed 

including: pro-bono design and 

construction pricing for Theodore Wirth 

Pavilion renovation; Milda’s Café clean-

up and site improvements; intersection 

of 5th and Morgan improvements 

including pouring new sidewalks, 

repairing and building new fencing; and 

working with residents to establish more 

than 30 raised community garden beds 

at three locations. GREAT WORK, team!

Congratulations to the Camelback Village 

Racquet & Health Club team (Phoenix, 

Arizona). This project has won a Pacific 

Coast Builders Conference 2009 Gold 

Nugget Award, a Southwest Contractor 

magazine Best of 2008: Arizona first 

place in Renovation/Restoration, two 

International Interior Design Association’s 

(IIDA) P.R.I.D.E. awards and two 

American Society of Interior Designers 

(ASID) awards. 

The W Minneapolis – The Foshay, the 

268,000-square-foot conversion of 

the Foshay Tower into a W hotel in 

downtown Minneapolis, Minnesota won 

a Building Design + Construction 

magazine Reconstruction Award Platinum 

Level. Congratulations to the W team. 

The Minneapolis office broke ground on 

a 30,000-square-foot office building for 

Cargill in Blair, Nebraska, a data center 

modification project for HealthPartners 

in Mendota Heights, Minnesota and 

Century Trails, a senior housing multi-

family residential project in Woodbury, 

Minnesota for CommonBond. Ryan is 

also celebrating grand openings for 

the 420,000-square-foot Target Food 

Distribution Center in Cedar Falls, Iowa, a 

regional distribution center expansion 

also for Target in Lugoff, South Carolina 

and a parking facility for the University 

of St. Thomas in St. Paul, Minnesota. 

The Chicago office began construction 

on a 105,000-square-foot medical 

office building in Burr Ridge, Illinois, 

for Loyola University Medical Center and 

Thomas Place Fox Lake, a 100-unit age-

restricted residential complex in Fox 

Lake, Illinois. Construction continues 

on the 93,000-square-foot Wheaton 

Christian Grammar School in Winfield, 

Illinois. The Quad Cities group continues 

construction on John Deere’s World 

Headquarters remodel in Moline, Illinois. 

Celebrating grand openings: Midwest 

Coca-Cola Distribution Center in Rock 

Island, Illinois and Community Health 

Care Clinic in Moline, Illinois.

The Phoenix office began construction 

on the Brophy Sports Complex in Phoenix, 

Arizona. Construction continues on 

the Maricopa County Courthouse in 

association with Gilbane Construction, 

the LEED pre-certified 3900 Camelback 

development and W.L. Gore & Associates 

Biomedical Manufacturing Campus, all in 

Phoenix, Arizona. The San Diego team 

has broken ground on two tenant 

improvements at The Towers at Bressi 

Ranch in Carlsbad, California:  7,000 

square feet for ProFlight and 3,000 

square feet for Quality Children’s 

Services. Ryan is also providing 

maintenance and construction work for 

Rockwell Collins in Carlsbad, California.

The Tampa office is constructing the 

class “A”, LEED-gold office for The 

Mosaic Company in Lithia, Florida. The 

151,500-square-foot Target recently 

opened in West Palm Beach, Florida. 

The Iowa office began construction 

on Whispering Willows Wind Farm 

operations and maintenance building 

(O&M) in Iowa Falls, Iowa, and Prairie 

Creek Power Station in Cedar Rapids, 

Iowa, both projects for Alliant Energy. 

By building on the trust we have 

developed with Alliant Energy, we 

have been competitive on projects 

throughout Alliant’s service area 

including the Cedar Rapids Operations 

Center, Marshalltown Training Center, 

Osceola Operations Center, and flood 

recovery work on the Alliant Tower in 

downtown Cedar Rapids, Iowa. 
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Breaking ground and winning 
awards from coast to coast
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James (Jim) Russell Ryan, CEO, passed away May 28, 2009, at the age of 67

Warren E. Burger Federal Building and 
U.S. Courthouse — St. Paul, MN

W Minneapolis – The Foshay — Minneapolis, MN 
Architect: Elness Swenson Graham

Matt Van Loon, project manager

At ryan 

Living the mission:  
building lasting relationships with  

our communities

Pat Ryan 
Continued from page 1

“It is a real pleasure to be here talking 

about Jim knowing that he is not going 

to come up here to shut me up. So sit 

back and relax because I’m going to 

have some fun. On the dais with Jim is 

Molly Carson. She is not Jim’s trophy 

wife, but rather Jim and Colleen’s 

oldest daughter who has been at Ryan 

for more than seven years now and 

does a great job. We’ve actually noticed 

around the office that Jim’s productivity 

increased significantly since Molly’s 

arrival.

Jim and I were joking the other day 

that given the current economic times, 

this award should be retitled, “The Last 

Man Standing” award. If so, Jim would 

still be the recipient.

This Lifetime Achievement award is 

significant in many respects, and I 

might say very well deserved. I have 

observed Jim as a partner for more 

than 25 years and our other partner, 

Tim Gray, has been with him for 

more than 35 years. Tim and Jim were 

actually roommates in college, but I 

had to promise not to share any of 

those stories.

You have mentioned some of the 

many projects with which Jim has 

been involved over his career, and as 

he has led our company from a very 

small operation in the early ‘60s to 

over $1 billion in revenue for 2008. I 

say this because the size of projects or 

size of the company has never been the 

motivation behind Jim. Pretty unusual 

for a CEO!

What has driven him all these years has 

been our people, our customers and 

our community. His belief — which 

emanates from our grandfather who 

started the company in 1938 — has 

been to build relationships and be 

the best company we can be, then the 

business will take care of itself. Be it 

attending an employee’s family wedding 

or funeral or comforting people in 

a time of need, or talking with a 

homeless person or cracking one of his 

stupid jokes at just the right moment... 

that is who Jim Ryan is.

Jim’s ‘Lifetime Achievement’ has been 
to build character in his employees, 
build confidence in our customers and 
make contributions to our community.  
I have often thought, ‘Wouldn’t this 

be a far better world if we had more 

people like Jim’.

Jim is currently working on the most 

significant project of his life. Please 

keep him in your prayers, and on his 

behalf I would like to thank you for 

this distinguished award.”

As you all know, Jim won his battle 

with cancer on May 28, 2009. I have 

spoken with him many times since, and 

have reminded him that just because 

he is in heaven doesn’t mean he is on 

vacation. 

Jim, you are missed and loved.
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To honor Jim at his funeral, employees adorned a construction truck with flowers




