
OSU’s top boss might not be the 
best example of work-life balance

At times the life of the president of a large research uni-
versity looks like an endless procession of pithy problems 
and wracking dilemmas. It seems logical that a person who 
throws himself into such a job as enthusiastically as OSU 
president Ed Ray does, might have great tips on how to 
relax and have fun when off duty. So we asked him what he 
does in his spare time. He laughed, then tried to answer: 

“Not a lot,” he said. “I don’t have a lot of spare time. But I 
have maintained a garden that Beth (his late wife, who died in 
2014) started. This year it was overrun with grass. I got lots of 
tomatoes and cherry tomatoes, and some beans — not a lot, 
but I got some good ones. In previous years I’ve grown some 
good squash and cucumbers, but that darn grass got in there 
and killed them this year.

“I bring in what I don’t eat and give it to people in the office. I 
also grew some nice, long-stemmed zinnias and brought them 
in to give to staff. My idea was that people would much rather 
have a dozen beautiful zinnias in late summer than a dozen 
tomatoes on their desk. That was my strategic thinking, and it 
turned out that I was right. People seem genuinely appreciative 
when you give them a dozen beautiful flowers.

“I maintain the garden as well as I can. And sometimes I have 
time to read. I like American history and biographies best. 
Right now, I’m reading The People’s School, which is about the 
university’s history. It turns out that our early history is much 
more out of step with where we are now than I had appreciat-
ed. It’s very sobering.

“Also, I am surprised at not just the rivalry, but the out-and-out 
animosity between what they called ‘the state college’ and 
‘the university.’ They were quite literally trying to destroy one 
another. It wasn’t just sibling rivalry. This was Cain and Abel.”

How about other forms of entertainment?

“I watch some TV but not much. I have one of those things 
where you can record shows and I still have a lot on there from 
last year. I haven’t caught up yet on last year’s series. I have 
been watching ‘Blackish,’ ‘Designated Survivor,’ ‘Portlandia,’ 
‘The Blacklist’ and a few others. Beth liked to watch televi-
sion. All the stuff she liked to watch, if it’s still on, is still being 
recorded.”

Movies?

“I see them on planes. I recently saw four of them going to D.C. 
and back: ‘Pirates of the Caribbean,’ ‘The Mummy’ and I can’t 
remember what the other two were, but they were all totally 
escapist films. I haven’t seen anything really good in quite a 
while. Almost all the films I see are on flights to and from D.C. 
I have still not recovered from the conclusion of ‘Batman v 
Superman.’

“Really, I spend a lot of time reading reports and things. I’m 
very task oriented.” 

Do sports, not counting the Beavers, carry much interest?

“I don’t have much time for it. I’ve always been a football Gi-
ants fan (he was raised in New York City), and of course, I like 
the Yankees. But I don’t watch much.”

For exercise, he runs, but not like he used to.

“I’ve run the Portland Marathon four times. After my 13th 
marathon, all after turning 50, I remember telling Beth after 
crossing the finish line that the only thing I could think for the 
last few miles was, ‘What was the point of that?’ I couldn’t 
think of an answer, so I was done. Now I mainly run on the 
elliptical machine. I’ve decided that at my age, jogging in the 
dark is a losing proposition.”

He’s not much of a home chef, which might be for the better.

“Since Beth passed, I’ve had to become adept at checking ‘best 
by ...’ and ‘use by ...’ dates on food. The other day I realized I 
had about 10, maybe a dozen bags of coffee. You go places and 
people like to give you a bag of their local coffee. I checked the 
dates, and the newest ones I had were from 2012! Key advice is 
when in doubt, throw it out.

“I’ve had a few adventures in self-directed food poisoning. We 
had macaroni and cheese in the University Suite (his skybox in 
Reser Stadium) for one of the football games last season. This 
stuff sits there in those heated trays for four or five hours. I 
heard people saying it was good. I don’t have time to eat much 
during the game, so often, when I’m leaving they’ll give me a 
little care package; I asked for some of that mac ’n’ cheese. I 
walked out to the car over at the Foundation parking lot with 
it (keep in mind, that can be a slow trip because, at large OSU 
events, he seldom takes a few steps without being interrupted) 
and I drove home and put it in the freezer.

“Four or five months later, I saw it in there and remembered 
hearing how good it was that day in the suite. I heated it 
and ate it, and it really did taste great. But it turned out that 
whatever was in there was incubating, and it made me so sick I 
thought I was going to die.”

Sometimes his position affords him expert help in knowing 
what should be consumed and what should be thrown out.

“I recently met Mike LaLonde, CEO of Deschutes Brewery. I 
like their Black Butte Porter and I asked him how much past the 
‘best by ...’ date I could drink their beer. I’d bought a four-pack 
four months ago and I still had three left. He told me it was OK 
to drink it as long as it tasted good.” q
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