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Nick Rowley
left Jefferson as
a troubled teen

That was then ...

JUSTICE FOR ALL
As a trial lawyer, he’s won more than 
$1 billion for underdogs everywhere

Where eagles dare: Trial lawyer Nick Rowley stands atop one of two buildings he owns in 
downtown Decorah. A product of Jefferson and a hardscrabble upbringing, Rowley has grown 
to become a crusader of the poor and forgotten. His courtroom victories have allowed him to 
become a self-made multimillionaire. ANDREW McGINN | JEFFERSON HERALD

“I’m willing to take it all the way, and I’m not going to settle for 
cheap,” Rowley says. In June, he donned a chicken costume in a 
California courtroom to prove a point in a $10.5 million case involv-
ing a former high school student who had been severely beaten 
while dressed as a school mascot.

The plane was on the 
ground for all of 10 
minutes.
“I’m Aria,” the 

pilot said, welcoming his 
passenger aboard the turbo-
charged aircraft whose glass 
cockpit was outfitted with 
digital displays presumably 
reverse-engineered using cap-
tured Batplane technology.
Aria — whose last name 

wouldn’t be revealed until the 
flight back to the Jefferson 
Municipal Airport — had been 
dispatched by his employer to 
retrieve me, and me alone, on 
this cold February morning.
If he should lose conscious-

ness for some reason at any 
point during the trip, Aria ca-
sually explained, I was to pull 
the red lever above us to ac-
tivate the airframe parachute 
system.
And with that, we were en 

route to his boss, a charismat-
ic millionaire 20 times over 
whose empire, constructed 
atop human pain and suffer-
ing, took less than 15 years to 

build.
Aria was surely taking me 

to visit a guy who inhabited 
some kind of secret volcano 
lair on an uncharted island.
Come to find out, Aria’s em-

ployer actually inhabits two 
islands — one in Oceania and 
one in the Mediterranean.
But Aria’s boss is no evil su-

per-villain.
He’s one step up: A personal 

injury lawyer.
Nevertheless, the origin sto-

ries bear a striking similarity 
— here was a fast-talking kid 
with an unstable upbringing 
who wound up being expelled 
from virtually every school he 
attended.
When he finally left his 

quaint Midwestern town — in 
this origin story, the town just 
happens to be Jefferson — he 
left angry, and in possession 
of the kind of intellect that all 
but guaranteed he would be 
able to build something from 
nothing.
Whether that something 

would be for good or evil, 

however, was anybody’s 
guess.
And now as Aria piloted the 

Cirrus SR22T toward a wood-
ed river valley below, it would 
all become clear.
With its micro-breweries, 

bed and breakfasts, organic 
food co-op and that eagle nest 
with a webcam on it, Decorah 
(pop. 8,127) is about as close 
to Sherwood Forest as you’ll 
find in Iowa.
Attorney Nick Rowley, who 

has accumulated a personal 
net worth of $20 million since 
he left Jefferson as a troubled 
teen of 17, has become Robin 
Hood.
Bounding from his black 

Hummer H1 at Decorah’s mu-
nicipal airport, Rowley greeted 
Aria with the kind of massive 
embrace Robin of Locksley 
might have once upon a time 
reserved for Little John.
“You know that plane has a 

parachute,” Rowley, 39, in-
formed his guest.

By ANDREW MCGINN
a.mcginn@beeherald.com

Jefferson City Clerk Diane Kennedy told the city 
council Tuesday the total city tax levy for fiscal-
year 2018 will be $15.15 per $1,000 in valuation 
— down $0.07 from 2017.
“We were able to drop the Debt Service levy 

enough to bring the total levy down again this year,” 
Kennedy said. “ The levy has decreased $0.15 over 
the past five years.”
If approved by the council after a public hearing, 

the General Fund levy would be raised $0.25 to 
$12.83, while the Debt Service levy would go down 
$0.32 to $2.32 per $1,000.
The total tax asking is up more than $71,000 to 

$1.96 million, including $333,793 for debt service. 
Property valuation saw a $21.12 million increase 

from 2015 to 2016, the last time it was measured.
Residential properties will be responsible for pay-

ing on 56.94 percent of the home valuation. Com-
mercial properties pay 90 percent and multi-family 
dwellings pay 82.5 percent.
Most department expenditure estimates remained 

relatively close to fiscal 2017 levels with the ex-
ception of the Local Option Sales Tax. The LOST 
fund is expected to increase $311,947 to a total 
of $665,947 in fiscal 2018 mostly due to an extra 
$250,000 set aside for street improvements.
Kennedy told the council it may have to consider 

making some changes or getting rid of the recycling 
program if revenues continue to fall.
“The entire market just went in the tank a few 

years ago,” Kennedy said. “That’s why we had 
to stop picking up glass, we were literally paying 
someone to come pick it up for us.”
The proposed fiscal 2018 budget calls for a $32,001 

loss to operate the program.
“It’s something we should look into,” Councilman 

Dave Sloan said. “At some point it doesn’t become 
worth it from a fiscal point of view.”
In other business, the council unanimously ap-

proved the first reading of an ordinance resulting in 
a $1 monthly charge to be added to Jefferson water 
bills. 
The money will be used to pay for tree and brush 

disposal.
The council also unanimously approved a 

10-month contract for Micah Destival to continue 
his role as manager of Jefferson Community Golf 
Course for $40,019 in 2017.

By MATTHEW REZAB
m.rezab@beeherald.com

Recycling at risk
if revenue drops

The Greene County Education Association in-
formed the school board of its initial proposal for a 
2.62 percent total package raise.
The GCEA originally planned to ask for 1.75 per-

cent, but the district was informed Wednesday that 
health care premiums would be rising 9.77 percent 
next year. The 2.62 percent includes the additional 
insurance cost.
No dates for negotiations have been set, but the 

district plans to continue to make those meetings 
open to the public.
“The education association and 

our negotiations committee will get 
together and review (the proposal) 
and then make a presentation back 
to them,” said Mark Peters, board 
and negotiations committee mem-
ber.
In other business, the board unan-

imously approved the 2017-18 ac-
ademic calendar. 
School will begin on Friday, Aug. 18, for teachers 

and Wednesday, Aug. 23, for students. 
The last day of classes will be May 23 barring any 

needed makeup days. The calendar calls for 1,119 
hours. The state requires at least 1,080.
Winter break will run from Monday, Dec. 25, 

through Monday, Jan. 2. Spring break is the entire 
week beginning March 12.
The board also agreed to share middle school in-

strumental music instructor Chad Schmertmann 
with Glidden-Ralston on a 50-50 basis, pending ap-
proval by the G-R board. 
The details and scheduling of that agreement 

would be worked out between now and the begin-
ning of next school year.
Unanimous approval was also given for the pur-

chase of 210 new Chromebooks and support sys-
tems for $55,020 and $22,710 to install seven card-
access doors at the elementary school. Three doors 
will be added this spring and four will be added in 
July after the new addition is built. 
Both will be paid for with PPEL/sales tax funds.
“We need to continue to update Chromebooks,” 

Superintendent Tim Christensen told the board. 
“We’ve got some that will be four years old and we 
want to purchase about two classes worth.”
Business Manager Brenda Muir said anyone in-

terested in running for Ashley Johnston’s now-va-

By MATTHEW REZAB
m.rezab@beeherald.com

Board hears 
proposal from 
teachers union
District also approves calendar

2017-18
School
begins
Aug. 23,
ends
May 23.



With offices in Des Moines, 
Waterloo, Minneapolis, Chi-
cago, Beverly Hills, San Diego 
and Ojai, Calif., Rowley uses 
his private plane like Robin 
might have used a steed.
Without it, the 17-mile trip be-

tween the L.A. neighborhood of 
Van Nuys and Santa Monica, 
for example, might take an hour 
or more by car.
“I can help a lot more people 

that way,” Rowley said.
“At the end of the day,” he con-

tinued, “the big insurance com-
panies and corporations I sue, 
they pay for it.”
Simply put, Rowley is on our 

side.
His courtroom victories across 

the country have redefined what 
it means to take from the rich 
and give to the poor.
Consider the homeless man 

who was the victim of a hit and 
run by a garbage truck in down-
town Los Angeles that police 
refused to investigate.
“He’s not homeless anymore,” 

Rowley said.
Rowley won him $2.1 million.
Six months shy of his 40th 

birthday, Rowley over the 
course of 120 jury trials has 
won more than $1 billion — yes, 
billion — in verdicts and settle-
ments on behalf of underdogs 
everywhere, including a more 
than $74.5 million verdict for a 
victim of medical malpractice.
No less than legendary trial 

lawyer Gerry Spence, who 
authored the 1995 best-seller 
“How to Argue and Win Ev-
ery Time,” called Rowley, in an 
email to The Jefferson Herald, 
“a young man with undefinable 
talent.”
“I never envisioned myself 

as a lawyer who would win a 
million-dollar case,” Rowley 
confessed.
However, what he was, he 

explained, “was a lawyer who 
was willing to try any case any-
where any place against any big 
firm.
“I wasn’t afraid of going to 

trial.”
Rowley’s latest foe is closer to 

home than ever — his Decorah-
based firm, Trial Lawyers for 
Justice, is at the forefront of 
lawsuits that accuse Iowa Meth-
odist Medical Center in Des 
Moines of “institutional failure” 
after a pharmacy technician at 
the hospital left hundreds of pa-
tients without painkillers.
Using a syringe, the pharmacy 

tech, who was fired in October, 
allegedly stole painkillers in-
tended for patients, including 
the potent opioid fentanyl, and 
replaced them with saline.
In the wake of the employee’s 

dismissal, Iowa Methodist had 
urged as many as 731 patients 
to get tested for HIV and hepa-
titis C.
The first suits were filed Feb. 

3, with Rowley and wife Court-
ney — the trial lawyer who’s 
the appellate of his eye, not to 
mention the mother of two of 
his 10 children — announcing 
at a press conference that new 
suits would be filed each week.
Rowley said they already have 

more than 200 former patients 
on board.
For Rowley, winning money 

for his clients is only half the 
reward.
“The jury trial method,” he 

said, “effectuates change and 
has a ripple effect that affects 
thousands positively.”
It’s not just about setting 

someone up monetarily for the 
rest of their lives, he argued, but 
rather it’s being able to change 
corporate policy or hospital 
procedure one verdict at a time.
“Things get better,” he said.
TGI Fridays in 2015 learned 

an expensive lesson in why not 
to serve underage drinkers in 
order to boost weekend profits.
Rowley won a $40 million 

jury verdict for the parents of 
33-year-old Orlando Jordan 
after he was stabbed to death 
inside a Riverside, Calif., TGI 
Fridays by a drunk, 20-year-old 
man.
The trial revealed that the res-

taurant operator made a delib-
erate decision not to card mi-
nors in order to increase profits.
Other times, a $38.6 million 

verdict might be the only way 
to make a hotel “fix its railing,” 
he said.
Never mind that the plaintiff 

was drunk when he fell from 
the hotel balcony.
The hotel knew all along its 

railing was below code, then 
destroyed video footage of the 
accident.
“It’s become my identity,” 

Rowley said. “I do cases for the 
right reason.”
It comes with unimaginable 

fringe benefits, of course, like a 
home on a private island in Fiji, 
a home on the Spanish island of 
Majorca and a home in Costa 
Rica.
Like the commercials say, he 

doesn’t get paid unless you get 
paid.
“I’m also in the wine busi-

ness,” he mentioned noncha-

lantly. “I have a vineyard in 
Malibu.”
The vineyard is nestled in To-

panga Canyon, where in July 
1969, the Manson Family car-
ried out their first murder — 
proof that every place has its 
good and bad sides.
Before joining the Air Force 

in 1994 and becoming a combat 
medic, it was difficult to tell on 
which side Rowley might end 
up.

Rage against the machine
“When I went into the mili-

tary, I was really angry,” he re-
called. “I didn’t really fit in any-
where. I was literally expelled 
from every school from fourth 
grade to 11th grade.”
He moved to Jefferson his 

freshman year of high school 
and was quickly cast as some-
thing of an exotic outsider.
“They called me ‘L.A. Nick,’ 

and I hated it,” Rowley said.
Little did they know, Row-

ley had looked at his move to 
Jefferson like he was coming 
home.
Nowhere else had felt this 

much like home since his mom 
and dad lived on a farm outside 
Storm Lake.
Growing up, Rowley spent 

summers in Jefferson on the 
farm of his grandparents, Jim 
and Lorene Conner.
But when he finally moved to 

Jefferson permanently, he did so 
by way of Arizona and Califor-
nia — with more than his share 
of hard knocks in between.
In the border city of Nogales, 

Ariz., which today is 95 percent 
Latino, the kid from Iowa ad-
mittedly stood out.
“My first day off the bus,” he 

remembered, “I got jumped.”
He was 8.
After his parents split, he re-

mained with his dad, a high 
school art teacher.
Together they relocated to 

Southern California.
“And we lived in a van in a 

parking lot for three months,” 
Rowley said with the kind of 
characteristic honesty that has 
helped him win over juries from 
the West Coast to the Midwest.
Specifically, it was a Toys R 

Us parking lot just off the I-10 
in Covina.
They lived on peanut butter.
But when they finally settled 

down, his dad chose East L.A. 
— a neighborhood 97 percent 
Latino.
One time, Rowley recalled, he 

was beaten up so severely, his 
whole face had to be stitched 
up.
To make matters worse, food 

was still scarce.
“I knew the injustice of what 

was happening in my family,” 
Rowley said, noting that his dad 
always seemed to have money 
for beer and cigarettes.
He was both excited and 

scared when he finally arrived 
in Jefferson to live with his 
mom and stepdad, JoAn and 
Bob Stevenson.
“My mom had gotten me a 

leather jacket from Pamida. I 
didn’t know Pamida from Brass 
Buckle,” Rowley said. “I sure 
liked this leather jacket. It had, 
like, a world map on the inside.
“The kids in Jefferson started 

saying, ‘That’s some pretty nice 
Pamida-hide.’ ”
It went downhill from there.
At lunch, still sporting the 

leather jacket, someone hurled 
a sloppy joe at his back. Later 
that day came a can of pop, 
spilling soda all down the back 
of the jacket.
He’d had enough. He made his 

stand.
The ensuing fistfight would 

only be a harbinger of things to 
come.
A fight in driver’s ed even-

tually resulted in expulsion 
from Jefferson-Scranton High 
School.
Rowley was forced to finish 

high school working at his own 
pace in “alternative” classes 
at the First United Methodist 
Church.
He ended up graduating at 16.
By 17, he was in the military, 

which he credits with turning 
his life around.
By 19, he had already finished 

his bachelor’s degree.
At 20, he started law school.
“All those experiences,” Row-

ley said, “helped me become 
who I am.”
“I’ve always considered my-

self a product of Jefferson,” he 
added.
It was as a high schooler in 

the ’90s that Rowley first re-
members seeing attorney Gerry 
Spence on TV.
Spence had just successfully 

defended Jefferson native Ran-
dy Weaver following his 1992 
standoff with federal agents at 
Ruby Ridge in Idaho.
Weaver and what was left of 

his family would later receive 
a settlement of $3.1 million 
in their wrongful death suit 
against the United States gov-
ernment.
For Rowley, it was all brought 

home by the fact that Weaver 
was back living in Greene 
County for a time.
There he was, in the flesh, at 

Ferrol’s barbershop.

“My dad would tell me, ‘That 
guy is trouble,’ ” Rowley re-
called.
Intrigued, Rowley started 

reading Spence’s books.
In a twist of fate, Spence, who 

has famously railed against big 
government and bigger corpo-
rations as “the new slave mas-
ter,” would become Rowley’s 
mentor.
Rowley profusely thanked the 

legal sage from Wyoming in the 
acknowledgements of his own 
2013 book, “Trial By Human,” 
a sort of self-help book for prac-
ticing attorneys that encourages 
them to empathize with their 
clients and lay bare their hu-
manity.
“If there is one person,”  Row-

ley wrote, “who has had the 
most influence on me, whose 
soul lives within mine when I 
stand before a jury, it is old man 
Spence.”
It’s a relationship easily lik-

ened to Yoda and Luke.
“He is a young man with unde-

finable talent,” Spence, now 88, 
wrote in a recent email to the 
Herald, “and often his courage 
threatens his judgment.”
Indeed, as Rowley explained, 

“I’m always all in.
“There’s not a single case I 

handle that doesn’t cost me 
$100,000.”
He plays to win.
“I wasn’t scared to do jury tri-

als,” Rowley said. “I’d grown up 
being picked on my whole life 
and dealing with bullies.”
Insurance companies that re-

fuse to pay victims or corpora-
tions whose cavalier policies set 
tragedy in motion are merely 
cut from the same Pamida-hide.
“I can’t predict where Nick 

will go with his massive gifts,” 
Spence said. “He is unpredict-
able, which is part of his charm 
and power.
“One hopes he will continue 

to focus on helping the poor, 
the lost, the forgotten and the 
damned as he has often done. 
If he does, he could change the 
justice system.”

Who you calling chicken?
Rowley’s unpredictable na-

ture was on full display this 
past June when he represented 
Mitch Carter, a former student 
of Bakersfield High School in 
California.
In Carter v. Kern High School 

District, Rowley successfully 
argued that the school district 
was liable for the traumatic 
brain injury Carter suffered as 
a student in 2010 during a pep 
rally.
Then 17, Carter had been at-

tacked by fellow students when 
he appeared at the pep rally 
dressed as the rival school’s 
mascot — a yellow chicken 
with a red cape, as it so hap-
pened.
Rowley argued that the 

school’s activities director put 
Carter up to it, knowing full 
well a teacher had done the 
same thing five years earlier — 
and ended up having to retire on 
disability.
For his closing argument, 

Rowley not only brought out the 
yellow chicken costume, but put 
it on.
“I felt putting it on would bring 

it to life,” he said. “The defense 
objected.”
Standing inside Kern County 

Superior Court in a yellow 
chicken suit, Rowley masterful-
ly demonstrated Carter’s dedi-
cation to his school, but also 
just how vulnerable it made him 
that day to his attackers.
The jury found the school dis-

trict liable for Carter’s savage 
beating.
The district settled for $10.5 

million.
Talking to the Los Angeles 

Times, Rowley said, “The boy 
that left that morning to go to 
school never came back home.”
Admittedly, Rowley saw him-

self in Mitch Carter.
No one has been more sur-

prised in Jefferson to learn of 
Rowley’s success in the court-
room than his former neighbor, 
District Judge William Ostlund, 
a guy with just a little familiar-
ity with the legal system.
“He fits into Gerry’s wheel-

house,” Ostlund said of Spence. 
“Gerry was a little outrageous 
at times, but look at his track 
record.”
Spence boasts he hasn’t lost a 

civil case since 1969.
Ostlund had lost track of 

Rowley until recently. What he 
found online, looking up Row-
ley’s verdicts, stunned him.
“I would not have predicted 

this,” Ostlund explained. “The 
numbers I saw were staggering.
“The guy’s for real.”
Ostlund called him “the little 

guy next door turned super-
hero.”
A case Rowley argued suc-

cessfully last year in Des 
Moines on behalf of Cheryl 
Bronson, aunt of Olympic gold 
medalist Shawn Johnson East, 
resulted in a verdict of nearly 
$4 million.
“In Iowa,” Ostlund observed, 

“that’s a monster verdict.”
Bronson had been struck in 

2015 by a drunk driver whose 
lawyers tried to settle for 

$450,000.
Rowley called Johnson her-

self — America’s 4-foot-11-
inch sweetheart and winner of 
“Dancing With the Stars” — to 
testify.
She performed as beautifully 

on the witness stand as she did 
on the balance beam in Beijing 
in 2008.
“Everybody likes to jump up 

and down about ‘frivolous law-
suits,’ ” Rowley said.
He believes corporations and 

insurance companies have re-
lentlessly drilled those words 
— “frivolous lawsuits” — into 
the minds of Americans, and 
society by and large has taken 
the bait.
“Most people have been in-

structed to believe that filing 
a lawsuit is wrong,” he said, 
“rather than an exercise of your 
constitutional right.
“Statistically, most people 

give up and aren’t willing to 
go all the way to exercise their 
civil rights.”
He said he could make even 

more money by defending in-
surance companies and corpo-
rations, and has resisted their 
offers.
“I couldn’t look my kids in 

the eye. I couldn’t live with my-
self,” Rowley said. “It would lit-
erally be like a Jedi turning to 
the dark side.”
He moved his family to Deco-

rah in 2004 in order to give his 
children an Iowa upbringing.
His eldest son, 19, is about to 

ship out with the Navy as a hos-
pital corpsman.
Rowley’s purchase and $1.5 

million renovation of Decorah’s 
historic armory building was 
done with cash.
“If I can’t afford to pay for it,” 

he reasoned, “I don’t do it.”
Another historic building he 

bought and renovated in Dec-
orah’s downtown now bears 
the name “Rowley Building” 
etched in stone.
He swears it wasn’t his idea.
Back at the airport, Rowley 

sends Aria off with another 
massive hug.
A native Californian, the 

26-year-old Aria — whose last 
name, come to find out some-
where over Iowa Falls, is Dav-
enport, like the city — has been 
Rowley’s personal pilot since 
December.
“It’s a dream job,” Davenport 

said. “I don’t even see him as a 
boss. More like a partner. We’re 
working together for the same 
cause.
“Everywhere he goes, he’s 

helping people out. He’s doing 
a good thing.”
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A word to his enemies
“If you are an enemy reading this book — say, an insurance defense 
lawyer, or a government attorney using the power of the state to put 
people in cages for as long as possible rather than rehabilitate them 
— then your soul may burn by reading any part of this book.
Magic makers have sealed this book to curse anybody who reads it 
with an evil purpose, such as trying to bully ordinary people who 
are standing up for themselves against the elite power structure in 
the United States. Reconsider the harm you are doing to people and 
society. Soften your heart and help the people who are in need, rath-
er than making their lives worse and helping the insurance defense 
industry.”
— Attorney Nick Rowley in the introduction of his 2013 book, “Trial By 
Human”

“I’m still an underdog,” says trial lawyer Nick Rowley, 39, who has accumulated a personal net worth of $20 million since his days as a student at Jefferson-Scranton 
High School, where he was finally expelled in the early ’90s after a series of fights. A childhood spent defending himself from bullies has served him well in courtrooms 
from the West Coast to Midwest. ANDREW McGINN | JEFFERSON HERALD

Lawyers in love: Rowley and wife Courtney appear Feb. 3 before 
the Des Moines media to announce lawsuits on behalf of patients 
of Iowa Methodist Medical Center who were robbed of painkillers 
and put at risk of HIV and hepatitis C.
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