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Gerry Spence

by Suzanne B. Bopp

Alumnews Staff Writer

ere is some advice for

H aspiring lawyers, from"

one of the greatest trial
lawyers of our time: "Get out of
law school as quickly as possible.
You can read every book in the law
library and know approximately
nothing. Don't go to work for a big
corporation or for the government.
Go to work for individuals. Your ;
freedom and personal integrity are
on the block."

Gerry Spence, who may also be
one of the most outspoken lawyers
of our time, says this about his
own success: "If Gerry Spence,
with his humble beginnings, can
do it, then I take it that about any-

., body can do it."

i Laramie was the location of
Spence's humble beginnings, mak-
ing UW an obvious choice for
higher education. "It was the only -

'umversuy that I knew where. it

" he says, and the "only place
I could afford to go to. I was a poor
boy

Spence would walk to campus

¢from the“railroad yard, where he
worked as a brakeman, then to the

.Connor Hotel, where he was a
bellboy on the nightshift. He also
worked at the cement plant, shov-
eling cinders from under the kiln,
the noise of which left him half
deaf to this day.

So Spence's memories of those
years are primarily of work and
struggle -and rejection. "I was
never accepted by any fraternity,"
he says. "If there was any person
who needed to be blessed with
social acceptance, it was me. But I
wasn't the kind of person who was
very socially, let us say, gifted. I
wasn't a scholar; I wasn't an ath-:
lete; I didn't have much of any-
thing going for me." He did have a
love for writing, but one day an
English teacher told him he didn't
have the talent to do any better
than a B, a memory which still

haunts h1m today (havmg 12 books
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and next year will adm1t law school
professors ’’’’’
"What makes it powerful is: that
everyone's there w1thout pay,
Spence.says. "It sa h1ghly powerful
gift when busy lawyers take weeks
and months off to help people It'
called ‘the’ power of love " Thats
__not a word often heard m connec-
“tion w1th lawyers and courtrooms
bt Spence clearly” sees its “place
there. “Oftén- ‘asked™ which * of “his

»rx&

Gerry Spence

to his name).

- Spence did meet his first wife
while at UW, but as far as the
University experience itself, he
says the best part was getting out.
"It's important to understand that
it's no discredit to the University,"

““he $ays: "Quite the“tontrary. Thé
university was able to absorb the
likes of me, to give me a chance. It
wouldn't be every school that
would make room for me." And
the education has served him well.
"My education was as good as any
that I know of. I've spent a lifetime
competing in the courtroom with
graduates “of the greatest law
schools in the land and never
found my education lacking."

He chose to go on to law school
because he needed to find a way to
make a living. "I was fairly articu-
late. I could use those talents as a
teacher or a preacher or a lawyer.
My mother wanted me to-be a
preacher, and that put the kibosh
on that. Teachers didn't make any
money, and people who- didn't
make any money weren't success-
ful. That was the philosophy then."
That left only one choice.

When he graduated from law
school in 1952, he had one child
and one on the way. He failed the
bar the first time - "the first honors
graduate ever to fail the bar." He
passed the second t1me and began

§

cases meant the most to  him,
Spence rejects the quest1on "Tt's !
a]most hke askmg whlch child you :

love the most he says "The cases ;

that Irtake become hke my chlldren
Im devoted to them L ;
As1de from hlS mvolvement w1th i
the College "and his own. Jackson-{
based law firm, Spence, Monantyf
and Schuster, ‘and” h1s tole” as_the,

founder of Lawyers and Advocates

,,,,,

‘door until T found a place," he

“every farm. I'll be:damned if I did-

“greW Wnd HebEmEC S fatiious |

“told them they'd have to find other

;'Wyommg,*a book of his poetry and

{| -publistied this spring;a'book called ;

:| «'Seven' Steps: fo ‘Personal’ Freedom

his job search.
"I ‘figured I'd knock on every

says, which led to a job with a
lawyer ‘in Riverton. Six months :
later, the lawyer was appointed to
a judgeship; the firm's cllents left
because they felt Spence was too
young to handle ‘the respon51b111-
ties.

"I decided maybe I could get a
job as assistant prosecutmg attor-
ney," Spence says. "I went to the
prosecuting attorney and he just
laughed at me. So I decided to run-
against him. I went to every door -
in town, on the reservation, on

n't beat him. I‘ became the
youngest prosecuting: attorney for
Fremont County ever, at age 25."
That position helped him
acquire the trial skills that became
his fame: Spence hasn't lost a
criminal trial in his whole life, nor
acivil trial sinice 1969. His renown

defense attorney, successfully
defending large insurance compa-
nies from claimants.

Then he "saw the light," an
experience that coincided with the
dissolution of his marriage and the
loss of three cases in a row. "By
this time I was 40 years ‘old," he
says. "I'd done everything you
could do as a trial lawyer. I had a
big practice. I had the largest ver-
dicts in the history of the state. I
thought I was big-time. I began to
take cases against little people. It
made’me sick. It hurt me. I real-
ized you have a responsibility in
using your gifts; it's like a gun
placed in your hand."

- The day he had this realization,
Spence "impetuously" wrote let-
ters to 40 insurance companies and

representation. He vowed from
then on to represent only "little
people."

Much of the rest of the story is
history, because it includes some
of the largest pers_onal-injury ver-
dicts on the books and some of the

}cance plamtlffs cant afford toi
‘bring, Spence ﬁnds time “for'” h1s |
other loves wr1t1ng “dnd photogra-
phy He s currently ﬁmshmg a book
about a murder case ‘i Oregon. A
Boy's Sumimer; a 'book’ for boys and
their fathers} has’just' been pub-
f‘hshed* ‘as* ‘Has* 'Gerry ‘Spence's

“his‘black arid white: photographs of .
‘Wyoining; His first'noveél is being :
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most famous names: Karen
Silkwood, Imelda Marcos, (“Mrs.
Marcos turned out to.be a little
person too, because she didn't have
any money," Spence says) Randy
Weaver. There were ‘many other
s1gn1f1cant but less high- prof11e
victories for the "11tt1e man" too,
such as a $52° mllhon verdict

'aga__unst McDonald’s for a small,

family-owned ice cream company
and $40 million for a quadriplegic

_client whose insurance company

refused to pay on his policy.
~Spence, who -earned -

* Hororary . Doctor -of Law degree

from UW in 1990, has invested a
great deal of his time to filling'in
the gaps that law school leaves in
its graduates, most notably as the
founder and director of the non-
profit Trial Lawyers College.
"Law school is not inadequate; it's
silly. Lawyers are never trained in
law," he says. "They've never been
in courtroom;- never looked into

Thé&'eyes of & Widow, néver walked

through a prison."

The college, which is located on
his Dubois ranch, where he's
turned his old barn into a dormito-
ry, accepts lawyers "based upon
our belief as to their commitment
to justice and ordinary people. Not
the ones who represent the wealthy
or the corporations or the state

The lessons are based on a
process called psychodrama,
which teaches students "to be
empowered with insight into
what's happening between human
beings." -

‘It sounds complicated, but the
foundation is basic. "The underly-
ing, simplistic thesis is: tell the
truth, about your client, about the
case," he says. "Everybody else
will respond to you in an almost
magical way." Spence says that his
graduates' whole lives are
changed; for one thing, they are
unbelievably successful .in co
and come out beating old time
courtroom veterans. The college
has now begun accepting judges
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j;w111 be appear somet1me m the fall

of 2001. He's also workmg on a
_screenplay

.. Herisesdt 5am. to get all these

thlngs accomplished and works
until‘his wife, Imagmg, calls h1m

“for dinner. With a life this full, it's
16 ‘wonder Spence can't -fathom
“retirement - or golf. "Who wants to
"play ‘golf?" he wonders.
f‘empty would your life have to be?
T think death ‘would- be a- better
“gltérnative."

" "How




