THE ORIGINALS

The First,
First-Year Associate

The legal profession has changed a lot over the past 40 years. As part of our 40th anniversary celebration, we
thought it would be interesting to take a step back in time with “The Originals” – the seven attorneys who joined
Johnson & Bell in the 1970s and still are practicing today. We sat down with each of them to find out how the
legal profession has evolved, what cases built the firm or their own individual careers, and the varied paths
their respective careers have taken over the past four decades. We hope you enjoy their individual stories.

As Shareholder and Treasurer of Johnson & Bell,
Ltd., Brian C. Fetzer has tried over one hundred
cases to verdict and earned numerous accolades,
including being named one of Chicago Magazine’s
“Top Defense Lawyers.” So, it might be hard to
imagine him fresh out of law school as the firm’s first,
first-year associate hired 40 years ago.
It was 1975 and the recent Northwestern University
Law School grad says he wanted to “try cases more
than anything,” and had set his sights on working as
a prosecutor at the State’s Attorney’s office in
Cook County.

“I realized as
professional as
everyone was based on
the interviews, they
were also a lot of fun
and enjoyed things
outside of work.”
And while he applied there, he also began interviewing
at firms such as Kirkland & Ellis, where he learned
a group of lawyers, including well-known defense
attorney William D. Maddux, was about to leave to
start a new firm.

Fetzer followed the lead and in December interviewed
at the new firm, William D. Maddux & Associates,
the future Johnson & Bell.
“On the spot they offered me the job,” Fetzer
says, noting that his first day of work was Dec.
27, which coincidentally was his birthday and the
firm’s first Christmas party. “I realized at the party
that everyone I had met during my interviews was
extremely professional, but they were also a lot of fun
and enjoyed things outside of work.”
Ironically, Fetzer notes a few days later his dream
came true in the form of a job offer from the State’s
Attorney’s office. Describing himself as someone who
was raised to uphold a commitment, he turned down
the offer. “Sometimes the best decisions you make
are to say no to something,” Fetzer reflects. “And it
turned out to be the best decision I ever made.”
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Early on in his career, Fetzer was given primary
responsibility on client matters, trying his first case
four months later. “We didn’t have a formal training
program,” he says. In fact, his focus in malpractice
began when Maddux handed him a dozen files
containing letters from insurers about potential
medical malpractice cases, and asked him to do
an analysis of each file. “I sat there with a medical
dictionary reading the documents, reading the term
and then looking up a term used in the definition.”

One of the biggest changes in the last 40 years, Fetzer
says, has been the decline in camaraderie among
other lawyers in town, as well as within the firm.
Back then it was common for a half dozen or more
people to lunch together on a daily basis, he recalls.
Johnson & Bell also held daily staff meetings, called
“Muster,” which took place at 9 a.m. in Maddux’s
office. “We had a lot of fun together; there wasn’t a
lot of structure. You’d go over the court call. All the
matters in court for that morning would be
parceled out.”

Mentors such as Maddux and Bill Johnson, who was
hired a few months before Fetzer, were also important
to his training. “It was an incredibly great learning
experience,” he says.

“It was an incredibly
great learning
experience.”
At age 27, Fetzer received a not-guilty verdict in a
brain damage at childbirth case. The defense had
offered $600,000 to settle the case, but the plaintiffs
rejected it. At the time, it was the largest rejected
settlement offer to secure a not-guilty verdict. “That
was one of the springboards of my career.”
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The meetings outgrew Maddux’s office and moved
into the library and eventually stopped, Fetzer says.
“Now we’re on four floors. There are attorneys I don’t
see for weeks.”
Some things have remained constant, he says,
including the firm’s willingness to give its younger
attorneys responsibility for handling client matters.
Back then, “I was introduced to clients immediately,”
he says. “The more depth a client recognizes the firm
has, the more business they will send you.” And
he adds, “I think the idea of giving young lawyers
responsibility continues today.”

