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Maryland has a wonderful state treasurer in Richard N. Dixon.

 Just ask him.

 "I'm the most qualified treasurer in the country. And as I talk to my fellow treasurers, it's clear I'm the most powerful," Dixon says.

 Son of a janitor and a product of segregated schools, Dixon first drew notice in Annapolis as a member of the House of Delegates.  

 He impressed people with his knowledge of the budget -- and with his style, tooling around in a red Corvette, smoking cigars and wearing a mink overcoat.

 But the former Army paratrooper and stockbroker from Carroll County seems to have found his calling as Maryland's chief financial steward.

 And in his fourth year in office, he has emerged as a key state player, thanks to his seat on the Maryland Board of Public Works -- a position he has used to thwart Gov. Parris N. Glendening on issues ranging from the future of the Intercounty Connector to the location of a police training center.

 Confident and blunt- spoken, Dixon brings the right blend of financial expertise and political skills to the treasurer's job, observers say.

 "Richard Dixon is no shrinking violet when it comes to declaring his position on anything," marvels House Speaker Casper R. Taylor Jr. "That's one of his assets."

 Maryland treasurers -- elected by the 188 members of the General Assembly -- have generally stayed out of sight, kept track of state funds and deferred to the governor on policy matters.

 Not Dixon.

 Last year, for example, he distributed an annual report for his office that included a couple of unorthodox entries -- 25-year-old newspaper clippings detailing the unethical investment practices of one of his predecessors.

 "He was ripping us off, big time," Dixon says matter-of-factly.

 Convinced the state could do more with its money, he has brought in new advisers to help manage investments, steered business to minority-owned banks, and balanced accounts for what he says was the first time in years, "finding" $4.7 million in the process. 

 Daily earnings reports

 A stickler for details, he has his staff prepare a report each morning showing exactly how much money the state earned on its overnight investments. He will proudly provide the figure to anyone who asks. 

 "No other treasurer could have told you that," he says.

 But it is on the three-member Board of Public Works where Dixon is rewriting the treasurer's historic role -- thanks largely to William Donald Schaefer's joining the board in January as state comptroller.

 With Schaefer jousting continually with Glendening, his successor as governor, Dixon has emerged as the swing vote on several important issues.

 He and Schaefer teamed to short-circuit the governor's plan to sell land purchased for the proposed Intercounty Connector in Montgomery County. The two cannot force Glendening to build the long-debated road, but, by blocking the sale of the right of way, they have left that option open for a future governor.

 Two against one

 They also stymied Glendening's effort to find a new site for the police training center proposed for Sykesville, in Dixon's home county.

 Again, while Schaefer and Dixon cannot make Glendening keep the center in Carroll, they have prevented him from building it anywhere else.

 "It's a three-member board, and I'm the key vote," says Dixon, 61. "It's a great position to be in."

 It's also an unlikely position for a man of Dixon's roots.

 His father dropped out of school in the seventh or eighth grade -- "That was as high as a black man could go in Carroll County in that time," Dixon says -- and worked as a projectionist at Westminster movie theaters and as the custodian at the public library.

 His mother raised their six children and cleaned a church for extra money.

 For 12 years, Dixon attended the all-black Robert Moton School in Westminster. Its 300 students had no indoor plumbing until a new building was opened when Dixon entered the seventh grade.

 Service in Vietnam

 After marrying his high school sweetheart and graduating from what is now Morgan State University, Dixon had trouble landing a job and joined the Army. He trained as a paratrooper with the 101st Airborne Division and served in Vietnam for 12 months in 1967 and 1968, helping administer a 400- bed hospital.

 After his discharge in 1968, he set out to become a stockbroker, sending feelers to every investment firm in Baltimore. Only two would consider him. He ended up at Merrill Lynch, becoming, he believes, the second black broker in the city.

 As he built up his brokerage business, Dixon jumped into politics, serving on the Carroll County school board for eight years before running in 1978 for the House of Delegates -- and losing. 

 Four years later, he tried again and won, becoming the first Democrat elected to the House from Carroll in two decades.

 Three more times he defied the odds to win re-election -- a black Democrat in an overwhelmingly white and increasingly Republican county.

 In the House, Dixon built a conservative voting record, sometimes siding with the Republican minority on issues such as tax cuts -- and finding himself out of step with other black legislators.

 Dixon managed to keep his brokerage business going during the three months he was in Annapolis each year for the legislative session -- sometimes trading stocks by phone from the House floor and attracting several legislative colleagues as clients.

 "He made a lot of money for me in a Mexican telephone company stock," said former Del. Timothy F. Maloney, who served on the House Appropriations Committee with Dixon.

 In 1996, when Lucille Maurer retired after nine low-key years as treasurer, the General Assembly turned to Dixon, making him the first African-American to hold a statewide office in Maryland history.

 A few strategic stumbles

 He has garnered largely positive reviews, though there have been some stumbles.

 In one memorable case a year ago, Dixon was roundly castigated after he declared that the official state plaque at the new Baltimore Ravens stadium -- which included his name -- was too small.

 "It's probably the biggest building we've built, and I think the plaque on it should be bigger," * Air exceeds 15% of leg depth. Distributing 76.0 points of excess space through leg.

 I can't vertically justify this block Dixon said at the time.

 In a recent interview at his home on a wooded lot in New Windsor, Dixon suggests his pride might have gotten the better of his judgment.

 "I said they should put a large enough plaque on it so that African-American children could see that an African-American took part in it," Dixon says.

 But under criticism, Dixon quietly retreated.

 "It wasn't worth it," he says now.

 Another 2-1 vote

 The Board of Public Works is meeting at the State House on a recent Wednesday, and Dixon is shaking his head.

 "It doesn't sound right," he tells Glendening and Schaefer.

 The problem is the state's planned $5.4 million purchase of a pristine piece of property in Calvert County once owned by the state's longtime comptroller, Louis L. Goldstein.

 Months of work after Goldstein's death in July 1998 were to have culminated with this meeting.

 Dixon listens as a cranky Schaefer picks at the deal, questioning every dollar being spent and criticizing officials for not doing more appraisals of the 755-acre parcel.

 "It's an extraordinarily important piece of property," Glendening offers quietly, even as his face turns red with obvious anger.

 As bureaucrats struggle to find a way to appease Schaefer and Dixon, Dixon cuts to the bottom line: "There doesn't appear to be two votes, so we're wasting our time."

 The matter is deferred.

 "The board is the most exciting part of my job," Dixon says later.

 In an interview, Glendening plays down conflicts.

 "For decades, Louis Goldstein was our character," the governor says. "I think Richard clearly falls in that category, in the good sense of the word."

 Making peace

 Glendening seems to be looking for ways to make peace with the treasurer.

 A few weeks ago, Glendening asked Dixon to accompany him to Carroll to announce state funding to buy a property that sends trash into the community of Detour during heavy rainstorms.

 It's only $75,000 in state money, but it's a little goodwill for Dixon back home.

 Dixon later says the gesture is appreciated, but he brings up other issues where the governor has seemingly ignored him -- such as Glendening's refusal to build a bypass around the town of Manchester, something Dixon has sought for more than 15 years.

 "In public office, you can be very productive if you learn to work with people," Dixon says of Glendening. "He hasn't worked as well as he could."

 For now, Glendening needs Dixon as much as Dixon needs Glendening.

 Dixon's friends say that the most powerful treasurer in the nation likes it that way.

 "I think Richard's having a ball," says Maloney. "I think he can't wait to wake up in the morning."
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