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qualified. Local lawyers with close ties
to railroad unions began taking and
winning cases in the area.

“I grew up, in essence, a working-
man’s person, and the judges did too,”
says Rex Carr, a granddaddy of the lo-
cal plaintiffs bar who, at 77, still prac-
tices with his six-lawyer firm, The Rex
Carr Law Firm. “East St. Louis got a
reputation, as did Madison County, for
having significant verdicts and good
trial lawyers,” he says.

Thousands of railroad-related cases
were filed in Madison County through
the early 1980s; verdicts by that time
reached up into the millions of dollars.
In 1983, for example, The American
Lawyer described Madison County as
“Plaintiffs County, USA,” citing a
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“spectacular” $58 million plaintiffs
verdict in a dioxin case against Norfolk
& Western Railway Co. That case, like
so many of the railroad suits tried in
Madison County, had only a tenuous
connection to the place.

Over time Madison County transi-
tioned from a haven for railroad cases
to a jackpot venue for asbestos litiga-
tion and class action suits. Asbestos
suits began to pour into the county in
the mid-1980s. The first cases in-
volved local residents who'd been ex-
posed to asbestos while working in
nearby factories, like the Owens
Corning glass factory or the Shell Oil
Company’s Wood River refinery. Lo-
cal lawyers filed the early suits, but
were soon followed by national as-
bestos players like Dallas’s Baron &
Budd, which opened an office in Glen
Carbon, Illinois. Randall Bono, a local
asbestos star, frequently collaborated
with national asbestos lawyers such as
Michael Brickman and Ronald Motley
of Ness Motley. Between 1986 and
1989, according to the St. Louis Post-
Dispatch, about 2,500 asbestos cases
were filed in Madison County. Filings
dropped off for a while, but picked up
again in the late 1990s.
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reputation as the toughest player.

By 2000, 39 nationwide class ac-
tions had been filed in Madison Coun-
ty, according to a study that Beisner
coauthored for the Manhattan Insti-
tute for Policy Research. Only three
years later, the number had nearly
tripled. Why the onslaught? Says Beis-
ner: “The ease with which classes were
certified and the way that discovery
motions went.”

The judges waving class certifica-
tion and discovery motions through the
system were also accepting—maybe
not so coincidentally-—large donations
from the very plaintiffs lawyers they
were ruling for. Illinois law does not
have ceilings on campaign contribu-
tons to local judges, nor conflict-of-in-
terest laws regarding donations. And so
lawyers have fed big money to judges.
A study by the St. Louis Post-Dispatch
noted that in 2002, Madison County
judges raked in three times as much in
campaign contributions as judges in
nearby counties. (Judges cannot retain
the unspent money for themselves;
they must give it back to contributors,
to other political campaign commit-
tees, or to charity.) Appellate judge
Melissa Chapman, a Democrat and
onetime personal injury lawyer, col-
lected $218,000~—the second-highest
amount for an appellate judge in Illi-
nois. Nicholas Byron, also a Democrat
and the circuit court judge who at the
time ran the asbestos docket, collected
$70,000 for a simple retention vote—
meaning he faced no opposition.

In Madison County, there’s a geo-
graphical line of demarcation between
plaintiffs and defense firms. The two
largest defense firms in southern Iiki-
nois, 99-lawyer Heyl, Royster, Voelker
& Allen, and 86-lawyer Burroughs,
Hepler, Broom, MacDonald, Hebrank
& True, both have their Edwardsville
headquarters in the Mark Twain build-
ing, a brand-new office building that’s

nearly adjacent to the courthouse. But
almost without exception, plaintiffs

firms occupy scrappier offices on rural
roads, off highways and near oil re-
fineries. The Lakin Law Firm’s dumpy
two-story building in Wood River, Illi-
nois, sits next to a working BP-Amoco
oil refinery. Inside, the lobby looks like
a podiatrist’s waiting room. If plaintiffs
lawyers are raking in millions of dollars
in Madison County—and by most ac-

counts, they are—the money has not
translated into opulent offices.

That discretion may be tactical.
Plaintiffs lawyers here like to play up
their folksy roots. “We’re a local law
firm, not making a lot of noise,” says
Jeffrey Cooper, managing partner of
East Alton, Illinois—based Simmons-
Cooper. In only five years Simmons-
Cooper has quietly become one of the
county’s most successful plaintiffs-side
asbestos firms. Accepting referrals
from around the country, Simmons-
Cooper filed 622 asbestos cases in
Madison County in 2003, and 351 in
2002. Its clients are predominantly
victims of mesothelioma, the fatal
cancer contracted from asbestos ex-
posure—and the sweet spot of as-
bestos litigation because cases com-
mand the most hefty settlements.

SimmonsCooper was founded in
1999 by John Simmons, a Madison
County native who had previously
worked at another asbestos firm in
town. Simmons, then 31 years old,
had the brashness to invite storied liti-

JEFF COOPER OF
SIMMONSCOOPER SPECIALIZES
IN CUTTING DEALS WITH
DEFENSE LAWYERS.

gator-turned-judge Randy Bono to
step down from his seat on the Circuit
Court of Madison County and join his
two-lawyer firm—and the luck to
have Bono say yes. Less than a year
later, Simmons brought in Jeff Coop-
er, a young personal injury lawyer
who'd grown up in Granite City, Illi-
nois, an industrial town north of Ed-
wardsville. Cooper had previously
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