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ometimes one person can make all the difference in the life of another. One man more than 

any other made such a difference to me, both personally and professionally, and he positively 

affected the course of my life in too many ways to enumerate. That man was Eugene Michael 

Lyons ... Gene Lyons ... who passed away in his sleep on Thursday morning, 6 April 2017. I spoke 

to him on Monday of this week, and after my usual interrogatories––are you eating right; are you 

exercising; are you getting out with people; etc., and after harassing him (which I did repeatedly) 

about getting one of those buzzer-alert gizmos in case he fell down while alone, and asking if he 

might now need more assistance than he can receive at home, he told me he'd be most happy to go 

in his own home while asleep in his own bed. I heard this from him several times over the years. 

Yet, at the same time, there was no resignation 

on his part, for he was making plans; indeed,  

just when wasn't he making plans? He was 

talking about attending a friend's wedding in 

Newport, Rhode Island in July. Gene, of course, 

was not someone to complain. About anything, 

and least of all, about how he felt. But he 

admitted to me he hadn't been able to shake a 

persistent respiratory ailment. And he was 

having problems with edema and some coronary 

issues. He had a pacemaker put in some years 

ago. In the end, his body finally gave in to 

congestive heart failure. So he got his final 

wish; he died peacefully in his sleep and in his 

own bed at home. Gene was not only the most important man in my life, he was also one of the 

finest human beings I have ever known. And I know I am not alone in my deep feelings and fealty 

towards him. He was important to many. Let me tell you just some things about this multifaceted, 

marvelous man. 

 

Gene was born in Hot Springs, Arkansas on 22 November 1928, and he grew up in San Antonio, 

Texas. As a kid he was an altar boy in the Roman Catholic Church, and he could still recite the 

server's part of the Mass in Latin, and he even remembered the Confiteor Deo. After college, Gene 

served over two years in the US Army as an infantry officer and paratrooper. He joined Pacific 

Mutual Life Insurance Company in its Houston Group Sales Office in 1953, whereupon he quickly 

demonstrated his sales skills in the relatively new, burgeoning employee benefits business. Before 

long he was made manager of the office. In the meantime, career now in hand, he went out on a 

blind date where he had the good fortune to meet a feisty beauty named Jane Susan Smith. Jane 

worked as an executive assistant to a local oil tycoon. They would marry in 1954. Gene often joked 

that she had a better car––a Cadillac no less––and made more money than he did, so he at least 

knew she didn't marry him for his money. They were married for 61 years. His Jane passed away 

on 4 April 2016, just about a year ago to the day of Gene's own passing.  Very honestly, as those 

who knew him well would attest, Jane was the center of Gene's universe. Her respiratory illness 

was particularly difficult during the last couple of years, and Gene was highly focused on doing 

what he could to make her life as comfortable as possible.  I believe––no, I know––her death made 

it easier for this indomitable man, a veritable force of nature, to let go himself. While she lived, 

his duty was clear, as it was always clear to him: Jane's well-being, and nothing would interfere 

with that. He did his duty, as he always did. I doubt Gene ever read Immanuel Kant, he didn't need 
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to, really; and I know Kant would have liked him. Duty.  Made so much easier when you love 

someone. He said as much to me, and he averred that he had finished what he could do and had to 

do when we last dined together just a couple of months ago––I should add, we closed down a 

favorite eatery in the wee hours after red meat, many a libation, capped with stingers, and de 

rigueur war stories, some being even more or less true.  

 

Back to Houston––Gene and Jane had their first child, a baby girl, Susan, in 1955. Gene was 

getting attention for his work from the "powers-that-be" at Pacific Mutual, and in 1960 they offered 

him the management position of the company's largest group sales office in Los Angeles. So the 

Lyons packed their bags and soon took up residence in suburban San Marino. Gene had already 

shown himself to be a ready-to-volunteer kind of person when it came to worthy causes, and he 

had been involved in the Big Brothers program in Houston, so he quickly found new avenues to 

help troubled youth in Los Angeles. He also immersed himself in the Los Angeles Junior Chamber 

of Commerce, an organization of young professionals devoted to community service and 

professional enrichment. He was also active in the local association of benefits professionals, 

where he would eventually become president. As manager of the LA Group Sales Office, Gene 

had responsibility for some of the company's largest and most prestigious group medical and 

retirement accounts, developing many millions of dollars in premiums and in pension assets, 

including such iconic organizations as Lockheed, Hughes Aircraft, United California Bank, USC, 

and the Teamsters.  

 

The couple quickly adapted to the fast-paced lifestyle of Southern California. In the midst of all 

this, Gene and Jane had another child, this time a boy, Parker, who was born in 1962. By the 1970s, 

Jane started a successful real estate career, focusing primarily on the greater Pasadena area in the 

San Gabriel Valley. Gene had won just about every major personal and office award available, and 

it wasn't long before he was promoted to Regional Vice President, with a multi-state responsibility. 

In 1978, Gene was made Vice President of Sales, with overall, national responsibility for the 

company's sales force, and a couple of years later, he took the reins of the entire Group Employee 

Benefits Operation with bottom-line responsibility for the business unit. The family moved south 

to Newport Beach, eventually settling in the beach community, Corona Del Mar, in the ocean-

view home that Gene and Jane have occupied for nearly forty years, with Jane's incomparably 

exquisite taste in evidence throughout, after extensive redesign and remodeling. 

 

With a career of 30 years under his belt, in 1983 Gene retired from Pacific Mutual as a Senior Vice 

President. I heard him say on numerous occasions that he was very lucky, that he always had the 

best jobs in the company, and didn't regret a moment of it. That is the way Gene looked at most 

everything, really ...  life in general. He felt lucky and was happy to be where he was at any given 

time. Gene didn't think much about complaining–––he was a doer, not a whiner–––one of those 

who liked to shape the world around him rather than be molded by it. He was the hammer, not the 

anvil. Gene's reputation as a formidable business mind and expert in the benefits field would reap 

dividends in short order. Gene started The Lyons Company, an insurance brokerage operation that 

became very successful serving the employee benefits needs of a wide range of business, trade 

association, and labor clients, including prestigious organizations such as the Motor Car Dealers 

Association, Valley National Bank, and PIMCO.  In due course, his son, Parker, would join the 

company as an insurance consultant, having also earned his benefits spurs with a stint at Pacific 

Mutual ... (now Pacific Life), or as Harry Bubb, its former CEO once told me, the company with 
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the damn fish ... no Harry, it's a whale, a mammal! Gene's company eventually merged with 

another benefits consultancy, and it became Benefits Solutions. A key concern for Gene was the 

company's sustainability in an ever competitive environment and when scale of operations is 

increasingly important to compete with the large, national consulting firms. A favorable deal to 

purchase Benefits Solutions was struck with a larger company looking to build its benefits 

operations,, leaving Gene with more time to devote himself to his charitable interests, golf, bridge, 

family, friends, and not least of all, travel with his beloved Jane. It wasn't that long ago, while both 

in their eighties, that they returned from an extensive voyage with ports-of-call in India and Africa. 

Their last big trip together was only a few years ago, where they took a cruise on the Great Lakes.  

 

Since moving to Orange County, Gene became very involved with Western Youth Services 

(WYS), which, among other things, offers programs intended to prevent mental health issues with 

young people by using wellness solutions, and by intervening early enough to halt behavioral or 

emotional issues before the point of crisis. A long-time member of the board of directors, he held 

several officer positions over the years, including president and treasurer. He remained involved 

with them––helping others in need––as a director until his death. Of Gene's many activities, I know 

that WYS was among the most important and personally rewarding to him.  Several of WYS' key 

staff members and directors are people who were brought aboard and mentored by Gene. I have 

no doubt they are more likely to succeed in fulfilling their mission, having benefited from his 

breadth of knowledge and infected by his boundless enthusiasm and energy for life.   

 

Gene loved the outdoors ... fishing (especially with his best fishing pal, Parker) and backpacking 

... and Alaska, Yosemite, and the Grand Canyon were among his favorite places. We used to go 

backpacking and camping together, and in 1989 we took an 8-day whitewater rafting trip through 

the Canyon down the Colorado River ... roughing it! (Not really. We had a cook!) We even body-

surfed the rapids of the relatively warm, azure, "Little Colorado." Our lack of good sense was 

equaled only by our mutual love of adventure. Looking back, some of the best times in my life 

were spent out in the wilderness with Gene.  One really gets to know a man alongside a campfire, 

under the stars, and miles from civilization. He wasn't a bad camp cook, either, I'm here to tell 

you! 

 

Gene was enormously proud of his children, Susan and Parker. He'd never want someone to get a 

big head over something like success, though ... for he himself thought luck was as big a 

component to success as anything ... so I know well enough he'd not tell them very often what I 

have in fact heard a great many times about them–––how he felt about them as outstanding 

individuals, people of strong character, and as having succeeded so marvelously in raising fine 

families of their own, and with wonderful mates, John Reitnouer and Megan (née O'Toole).  It 

should not surprise anyone to know, but as far as Gene was concerned, the Reitnouers and O'Tooles 

were now all his family, through-and-through, and he enjoyed being with all of them on family 

occasions. He loved them, all of them, and that was certainly evident to me. Other than spending 

time with his bride, though, I think in recent years that what Gene loved doing most of all was 

spending time with his grandchildren, Katherine and Alex Reitnouer, and Olivia and Win Lyons. 

Have you ever seen a picture of them all together? The kids? What a good looking bunch. Gene 

and Jane certainly had something to do with it. Anyway, he especially enjoyed taking them on 

various trips, which have included travels to Europe, San Francisco, Washington DC, South 
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Dakota, and various other places of historical interest. And he delighted in (and bragged often 

about!) their many successes. 

 

Gene was unfailingly upbeat, optimistic, and generous to friends and strangers alike. And above 

all, he was loyal. Unflaggingly loyal to his family, friends, company, and country.  When no one 

else could be counted on, of one thing one could be certain: one could count on Gene. Always. He 

was also the most completely extroverted person I've ever encountered. He loved being with people 

because, very simply, he loved people. I must add, I have known some very good sales managers 

in my career; but Gene, by far, and bar none, was the best I've ever known. He knew how to get 

the most from people, emphasizing and building upon their individual capacities; capitalizing on 

their differences; and all the while, helping them to overcome their deficiencies. He could be tough, 

very tough, to be sure; but always with heart–––never gratuitously, and with both purpose and the 

person's best interests in mind. His idea of personal success as a manager was for those who worked 

for him to be successful, first and foremost. That is what motivated him. His management style 

and philosophy almost seem quaint and anachronistic, nowadays, when "process management" has 

become more important than "people management" in many enterprises, and where the entire 

concept of management has been diminished and responsibility has been ceded (abrogated, really!) 

to a human resource function. Gene believed you get the best, sustainable, business result through 

the effective management of people, beginning by actually caring about them ... and through 

leadership and example ... and not the mere management of checking blocks on a form, tending 

only to process and function. That is the essence of Gene's Weltanschauung.  People were his 

central concern, both in business and in life, more generally. And the very long list of people whose 

lives he changed for the better, and who have remained connected to him over many decades, is 

his lasting monument.  

 

Gene was a longstanding member of both the Balboa Bay Club and the Newport Country Club, 

locally, and also of the Marine Memorial Club, a veteran’s club, in San Francisco.  

 

In addition to his children and grandchildren, Gene is survived by his sister, Mrs. Elizabeth Ghrist 

of Houston, Texas.  

 

Later in the year, the family will gather privately to celebrate Gene's life. The family knows Gene 

has touched many and that people will want to express their sentiments; but they ask that friends 

consider donating to Western Youth Services in lieu of flowers and such. That is exactly what 

Gene would want.  Here is the website with donor instructions that can also lead you to more 

information about WYS. http://www.westernyouthservices.org/donate-to-wys  

 

Please pass this on to people I have missed who would want to know about this.  

 

In sum, we're not very likely to see another quite like him. Thank goodness we did.   

 

 
By his friend Michael E. Berumen, opinealot@gmail.com 
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