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Praise for Fred Levin and
And Give Up Showbiz?



“This Grisham-like true story about one of America’s great trial lawyers will keep you turning pages. His success against the powerful on behalf of those with few champions has earned him election to the Trial Lawyer Hall of Fame as well as two bogus murder investigations and numerous frivolous Florida Bar prosecutions. Fred wins when most lose because he has true passion for justice.”


—Morris Dees, founder, Southern Poverty Law Center


“A Jewish trial lawyer from a small Southern town is named national boxing manager of the year and then made a chief of Ghana. He sues me, twice, and we still become great friends. It could only happen in America, and it could only happen to Fred.”


—Don King, boxing promoter


“I will never understand how one of the best trial lawyers in history could get me involved in so many crazy business ventures, and still remain one of my closest friends in life. [Fred Levin] deﬁnitely is one of the most fascinating people I have ever met.”


—Terdema Ussery, president, Dallas Mavericks


“Because of what Fred did to bring Big Tobacco to its knees, he likely is responsible for saving 100,000 American lives each year. I know he is very controversial and has many vocal critics, but I’m proud to have him as one of my law partners.”


—Robert F. Kennedy Jr.


“Fred Levin is one of the most talented lawyers in the history of the state of Florida.”


—Reubin Askew, former Florida governor


“[Fred Levin] makes people feel comfortable with who they are and with what he is doing for them. He has done a lot for the African-American community. He also throws amazing parties.”


—Emmitt Smith III, NFL all-time leading rusher


“Fred Levin does not say a lot about the people he has helped. That’s the problem. In fact, most times he says nothing! I lived in Pensacola for a few years; during that time I got to know the real Fred Levin. Unjustly, the warm, loving, and giving man was brutalized sometimes by his critics. But I know the true Fred Levin, and he is, and always will be, a superstar in my mind. Indeed it is an honor for me to call him a friend.”


—Betty Williams, Nobel Peace Prize winner
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ABOUT THE COVER: In 1995, Fred and his wife, Marilyn, were having dinner with their friend, the artist LeRoy Neiman, at Roberto’s Ristorante at the Trump Plaza Hotel and Casino in Atlantic City. Neiman turned the menu over and sketched this picture of Fred and also one of Marilyn. Two years later, on Fred’s sixtieth birthday, Neiman sent the sketch to Fred as a present. Neiman later visited Fred in Pensacola and added the inscription, “before Fred Levin stopped drinking.” As with many stories in Fred’s life, this one has an asterisk. Fred quit drinking hard liquor (and eventually smoking), but he still very much enjoys red wine.
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Trial lawyers are mavericks. They are self-assured. They are flamboyant. They are also full of bluster and bombast. They are vilified in life and immortalized in movies. Many of the best ones are obnoxious, overpaid egomaniacs who are despised by most people—at least until something goes wrong and those people need representation. And while it’s easy to scoff at their boast, I have always admired their brio.


When I was growing up, F. Lee Bailey was one of my heroes, on par with Miami Dolphins quarterback Bob Griese and Boston Celtics swingman John Havlicek. I framed the Time magazine cover of Bailey that came out when he defended Patty Hearst. I read his books, saw him speak, and waited in line for his autograph. Man, was he excitement.


This led to my exploring the lives of other colorful lawyers, like Melvin Belli and Richard “Racehorse” Haynes. In prep school at Choate Rosemary Hall, I went so far as to design my own directed study class in the insanity defense. I was the only student, and it was such a slog from the touchstone 1843 M’Naghten case in Great Britain to the temporary insanity defense that Bailey attempted in the Hearst case that I abandoned the idea of a legal career.


Still, I continued to follow trial lawyers. There was no better place to watch them in action than the O. J. Simpson double murder trial in 1994 and 1995. The murders of Nicole Brown Simpson and Ronald Goldman occurred only blocks from where I had lived. Simpson was defended by a Dream Team of lawyers, led by Johnnie Cochran. With his masterful control of the courtroom, Cochran was certainly the biggest showman the public had ever seen in a real courtroom. And because the entire trial was broadcast live on CNN and recapped on every nightly newscast in the country, it was impossible to avoid.


Bailey also joined Simpson’s defense team. Though Bailey was past his prime, his blasts of oratory were scintillating (despite the fact that I was rooting for the other side). Perhaps that was because he liked to knock back a couple of martinis at lunch hour, as was rumored. Only someone as confident as a trial lawyer would booze it up at lunchtime and return to court in a nationally televised trial.


But, of course, it was Cochran who dominated the trial with his Technicolor ties and silky maneuvering. He won by playing every conceivable angle and taking advantage of a colossal blunder when the prosecution asked Simpson to try on the bloody glove he had supposedly worn on the night of the murder. The glove had shrunk. “If it doesn’t fit, you must acquit,” Cochran famously told the jury, which, of course, they did. Love Cochran or hate him, he put on a masterful show.


Cochran was easy to follow in the years after the trial. He put his name on a national law firm called the Cochran Firm, which ran TV ads in a loop. Bailey wasn’t hard to follow, either. In 1996, he was sent to prison for forty-four days for transferring millions of dollars of stock from a former client’s assets to himself. In 2001, he was disbarred in Florida and reciprocally disbarred in his home state of Massachusetts. He moved to Maine, where he passed the bar exam in 2012 but was refused admission because he “[had] not met his burden of demonstrating by clear and convincing evidence that he possesses the requisite good character and fitness necessary for admission,” five members of the State of Maine Board of Bar Examiners concluded.


But this news only heightened my fascination with trial lawyers, so I started doing some research. I found that the ideal of Atticus Finch, the trial attorney in Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird, simply doesn’t exist. Almost every community has a larger-than-life trial lawyer, be they a defense lawyer or plaintiff’s attorney. There appeared to be very little difference between the superstar athlete and the trial lawyer, except that the trial lawyer wore a suit. Both had huge egos and relished being the center of attention.


As I was contemplating how to explore all of this in a book, I had drinks with Wayne Rogers, the actor and multifaceted businessman whose book I cowrote. “There’s a wily old devil in Pensacola named Fred Levin who might be the man you’re looking for,” Wayne suggested. “I know his partner, and I can get you an introduction.”


The name Fred Levin rang a bell. I remembered the first picture I had seen of him. I was a contributing editor at George magazine when John F. Kennedy Jr. was editor in chief. I was reviewing the layout for a story I had written about the catfight that erupted when Arianna Huffington implied in her syndicated column that Ambassador Larry Lawrence’s widow, Shelia, was having an affair with President Bill Clinton, causing Lawrence to sue Huffington. Next to my article was “Puff Daddies,” a photo essay spotlighting the lawyers who had a hand in bringing Big Tobacco to its knees. The first photograph pictured a man standing on the putting green of his estate on the Gulf of Mexico, wearing a tuxedo and sunglasses, sipping a cocktail, and flaunting a cigarette. Another picture earmarked for the teaser in the table of contents showed the same lawyer pictured shirtless standing next to his client, boxer Roy Jones Jr. “That’s Fred Levin,” said my editor. “He’s crazy, but in a fun way.”


So I went to Pensacola, Florida, and met with Levin. I told him of my affection for lawyers and mentioned that even though Johnnie Cochran had done a disservice to society by getting O. J. acquitted, I couldn’t help but like his style. “I knew Johnnie,” Levin said. “I helped start the Cochran Firm. Actually when we started the firm, we took out a $50 million insurance policy on Johnnie. He died two years and one day later, meaning the policy couldn’t be contested. I got $5 million.” He paused. “But his wife got $25 million.” I would learn that was classic Fred Levin: He does something for himself, and others benefit, too.


On my next trip, I met a retired local businessman in a bar. When the well-dressed, gray-haired man asked what I was doing in Pensacola, I told him I was writing a book on Fred Levin. “Did he tell you how he got away with killing Jake Horton and Willie Junior?” the man asked, without any trace of sarcasm. He was certain that Levin was somehow responsible for killing two people in two different cover-ups, one a power company executive and the other a county commissioner. He was not alone in this belief.
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The photo in George magazine that sparked the author’s interest in Fred Levin.


I soon learned that at every turn in Levin’s life, there was a twist. Levin initiated the multibillion-dollar tobacco settlement that inspired the “Puff Daddies” photo essay. But he did it by rewriting a Florida law and then getting his buddy, who was the president of the Florida Senate, to ram it through unnoticed in the middle of the night. This allowed the state of Florida to sue Big Tobacco to recover Medicaid costs spent on smokers. Because the law that Levin wrote was upheld, Big Tobacco settled with Florida for $13 billion—and soon settled with every other state, paying out some $206 billion. As a result of the settlement and the changes required in the marketing of cigarettes, more than 100,000 American lives are saved every year—and Fred Levin personally will end up getting paid more than $180 million. It is a common theme in Fred’s life: When he inadvertently does good for others, he does very well for himself.


As I dug deeper, a colorful life came into view—one that has made a difference to millions of people. Every tale seemed to have a Rashomon quality; that is, each part can plausibly be viewed from the extremes. Is Fred Levin a jet-setting ambulance chaser—or an advocate for those in need of justice? Even his son, Martin Levin, who practiced law alongside him for many years, lovingly calls him “a cockroach and a humanitarian.” His current law partner, Mike Papantonio, said this about the trial lawyers of Fred Levin’s generation: “They did huge harm to the practice of law—with their ‘I won this huge verdict’ and ‘I’m kicking ass all over the place’—but at the same time they moved it ahead with their incredible trial skills and optimism.”


It is a story chockablock with controversy. The Florida Bar Association, which should logically embrace the success of its own, has tried to disbar Fred three times, and each attempt ended up accentuating his do-gooder side. For years, the sheriff of Escambia County tried to prove Fred was a Mafia figure. Fred’s critics have accused him of being involved in murdering two people, the first being Jake Horton, a friend of Fred’s who died in a corporate jet crash, and the second being Escambia County Commissioner Willie Junior, an enemy of sorts who was found underneath a house with a belly full of antifreeze. Stranger still, in the same breath they accuse him of being a flamboyant self-promoter, which is worse as far as some are concerned.


His story is appealing in that the flashy parts are just slightly off the haut monde radar. His showy houses on the water are on the “Redneck Riviera” in unglamorous Pensacola, rather than in Malibu or the Hamptons. He managed the great boxer Roy Jones Jr., not the ubiquitous headline grabber Mike Tyson (whom Cochran represented at one point). He was friends with five men who came close to becoming president of the United States, but with no one who occupied the White House.


His story also has guts: Levin was at the forefront of establishing personal injury law in the United States and helping to push large corporations to make sweeping safety changes that have benefited every single person in this country.


But what really hooked me is that Fred Levin nailed what’s so compelling about trial lawyers. He was sitting in his office, surrounded by original works of the artist LeRoy Neiman, photographs of himself with Muhammad Ali and Roy Jones Jr., and framed congratulatory letters from former Florida governor Lawton Chiles. “Without wearing the uniform, being a trial lawyer is the most exciting damn thing in the world,” he said. “It’s showbiz!”
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The University of Florida Law School is a sacred institution to the lawyers in the state. No other law school in the country has produced as many presidents of the Florida Bar Association and, since 1973, of the American Bar Association. The law school has produced more governors of the state of Florida than any other. More than 250 of its graduates serve as state appellate and trial judges. So if you practice law in the state of Florida, it is likely that you, your partner, your opponent, or the judge you are arguing before—or perhaps all of the above—are Gator law school alums.


Today, a brick wall flanked by two cement columns in front of the law school at the University of Florida bears the words “Fredric G. Levin College of Law.” To the uninitiated observer who has visited most any university campus, this would seem a rather innocuous, perhaps even quaint, tradition. At major universities across the country, schools and buildings have been named after distinguished alumni or wealthy donors—the Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism at USC, the Kellogg School of Management at Northwestern University, and many others. But placing this lawyer’s name on this brick wall in front of this law school in 1999 created a firestorm filled with ironies and repercussions that were extreme even for the sun-soaked crazies in Florida.
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Fred Levin standing proudly by the entrance to the University of Florida law school that bears his name.


For starters, Fred Levin would not be admitted today to the law school that bears his name. Grades and entrance exams almost entirely dictate admissions now. Fred was a mediocre student; in fact, he had to attend summer school to lift his middling GPA over 2.0 to earn his undergraduate diploma so he could enroll at law school. In those days, law schools accepted most every applicant and then weeded out the deadbeats.


When Fred entered law school in 1958, he had a reputation as a partier and a poor student. The smarter students would “dis” the dumber ones by shuffling their feet on the floor when one of the latter attempted to speak, like prison inmates protesting a bad meal. In his freshman year, Fred was one of the two most shuffled people in his class, the other being George Starke, the first African American to enter any Florida public university (prior to that year, state law had banned black students). Fred turned things around and ended up third in his class. Though the shuffling stopped, he never forgot the feeling of being mocked by his classmates.


Oddly enough, Fred never intended to put his name on the law school, but when the opportunity came along, it was too delicious for him to pass up. Yes, Fred felt that he owed a great deal to the University of Florida Law School for educating him and teaching him to love the law. He was already a benefactor. His brother David, his law partner Lefferts Mabie, and Fred had donated some waterfront property they owned south of Tallahassee to the law school, which had sold the land for $1.2 million. In return for the gift, the law school named its dean the “Levin, Mabie and Levin Professor.”


In December 1998, that professorship was held by Richard Matasar, who came to see Fred in Pensacola. Matasar and Jeff Ulmer, a fundraiser for the law school, were making the rounds of deep-pocketed donors to ask for help with the current fundraising campaign. They wanted to enlist Fred’s help in asking an attorney friend of his, Bob Montgomery, to give $6 million to the law school. In exchange, they told Fred, the university was prepared to name a beautiful new building for Bob. During the meeting, one of them quipped to Fred, “Heck, tell him for $10 million we’ll name the whole school for him.”


The wheels immediately began turning in Fred’s head. At the time, he was expecting an eight-figure check from the Florida tobacco settlement. It was a Champagne problem: Fred would soon have more money than he or his family would ever need. His mind raced through the ramifications of using some of the tobacco fee money to put his name on the University of Florida Law School. Giving the money to the law school would help with its quest to build prestige in an increasingly competitive world. Under Florida law, the school would also receive matching funds from the state, so a $10 million gift was actually worth $20 million.


But there was another angle. Putting his name on the law school would give Fred a little payback to the Florida Bar, and that might have been more appealing to him than the legacy. Fred felt that the old guard on the Florida Bar had been trying to tear him down for years. Thrice they had him brought up on formal charges and tried to have him disbarred. The first time was for gambling on football games, then going on his cable access channel, BLAB-TV, and saying he saw nothing wrong with it—despite the fact that it was a misdemeanor. The result was a slap on the wrist. The second time was for violating the ethics rule on interjecting personal statements into a trial. That stemmed from him calling his opponent’s case “ridiculous” in two different trials. He was acquitted on that charge. And the third time was for him lambasting a judge’s ruling. Again, he escaped.


So, after fifteen minutes of running these thoughts through his head, Fred told Matasar and Ulmer that he might give them the $10 million himself; first he needed to check with his tax lawyer. “They were stunned,” Fred recalls. “It was as if I had shot both of them right between the eyes.”


Fred suggested they all meet later that afternoon at Skopelos on the Bay Seafood & Steak restaurant in Pensacola to discuss the situation further. In the meantime, Matasar agreed to verify the naming arrangement with John Lombardi, the university’s president.


After Fred’s tax lawyer gave his okay, Fred and his son and law partner, Martin, met Matasar and Ulmer at Skopelos and sealed the deal over drinks. Matasar and Ulmer were thrilled. It was doubtful that anybody had ever contributed such a large amount of money to any school in such a short period.


Fred’s gift was the largest cash contribution that the 146-year-old university had received. In return, the University of Florida law school would be known as the Fredric G. Levin College of Law, or the Levin College of Law for short—in perpetuity.


“The truth is that the Florida Bar and Big Tobacco were equally to thank for my $10 million donation,” Fred says. “The fuddy-duddies at the Bar had perpetually irritated me with their pettiness. Big Tobacco provided the money. I was glad to give it to a school that had played such a big part in shaping my life. Really, it wasn’t just my life, but my brothers’ lives and my children’s lives, too. To me, the funniest thing of all is that the school hadn’t even targeted me for the donation, which I had essentially given on impulse.”


Next came the deluge. Critics popped up from the Panhandle to the Florida Keys to Amelia Island. There was a blistering war of words in private and in print. Many people claimed to be horrified that the law school would put Fred Levin’s name on it. The fact of the matter was that Fred was not one of them. Not only was he an outsider, he was an outsider who took great joy in needling the Establishment.
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Two big checks, thanks to the Big Tobacco settlement: $10 million to the law school, $2 million to local charities.


Some of Fred’s friends believed opposition to the naming was rooted in anti-Semitism, as Matasar was also Jewish. Florida Senate President W. D. Childers (and Fred’s friend) asked reporters, “Isn’t it amazing that any time some honor comes to a black or a Jew, they come running out of the country clubs to complain?”


Steve Yerrid, one of the lawyers who Fred brought aboard the legal team to sue Big Tobacco, recalls receiving a phone call from an attorney who complained that Fred was Jewish. “A redneck lawyer called me up and said, ‘I don’t think it’s right that a Jew would have a law school named after him down here. I want you to talk to Fred about taking his name off the law school.’” Yerrid told the attorney that he was disgusted by his phone call. He added: “But I have an idea. If you don’t like his name on the law school, why don’t you put up the fucking $10 million?” It was the last time Yerrid talked to the lawyer.


While there may be some deep-rooted truth to the anti-Semitism charges, Fred never thought it was anti-Semitism, merely anti-Levinism. “I admit that I brought some of this on myself,” Fred says. “Part of this was my fault for being such a self-promoter. Part of it was animosity over my success.”


At the time, Fred held the records for money awarded for the wrongful death of a housewife, the wrongful death of a wage earner, the wrongful death of a child, the wrongful death of an African American, and the highest personal injury award in Florida. Remarkably, he had won most of those verdicts in one of the most conservative areas of the country.


Many lawyers rankled at the elite political connections that Fred used to benefit his practice. The chattering class in Tallahassee would complain that Fred could pull strings at the statehouse through his connections with Governor Lawton Chiles, Florida Senate President W. D. Childers, and former governor Reubin Askew, who had cofounded the Levin law firm. At every turn, Fred encouraged the perception that he was a political power.


“Of course, when they wanted something done in the legislature, they would come to me and ask, ‘Can you please talk to W. D. for us?’” Fred says. “The truth is that I wasn’t a great political power broker, even though there was a perception that I was. I admit I encouraged it because it was good for my image and even better for business.”


In addition to Fred’s legal victories, his squabbles with the Florida Bar, and his political ties, he became ubiquitous for his other activities. He owned several restaurants and a string of women’s clothing stores, and most notably, he managed Roy Jones Jr., who had become known in the world of boxing as the best pound-for-pound fighter. Jones was the World Boxing Association and World Boxing Council Light Heavyweight champion and had lost only one fight, on a controversial disqualification. Fred became so well known in boxing circles that he was approached to manage Ghana’s Ike Quartey, as well as other soon-to-be champions. For his work, he was given the Rocky Marciano Award as national boxing manager of the year in 1994, and named the Boxing Writers Association of America manager of the year in 1995.


While the issue was partly that Fred was so successful in other arenas, it was mostly the way he shamelessly flaunted that success. Any time there was an HBO camera near Roy Jones Jr., Fred could be seen hugging his client or raising his arm. He had his own TV show on his own local cable channel. His picture regularly appeared in state and national magazines.


Every major newspaper in the state covered the law school naming controversy, and several took firm positions. The Florida Times-Union ran an editorial entitled “Law: The Name Game” on January 15, 1999, asking the university to reconsider the “hasty decision.” It characterized Fred’s legal record as “blemished” and called Fred “the key figure in one of the state government’s worst legislative moments,” referring to the law Fred had gotten changed so Big Tobacco could be sued.


In a follow-up article, headlined “New Law School Name Angers Some Alumni,” several alumni declared they would no longer contribute to the law school. Former Florida Bar president Rutledge Liles told the paper: “I am in the column of being heartsick about it. There are certain things that are not for sale. The college of law has built itself a fine reputation. To come in and change the name, to me is deplorable.” Next to the headline was a picture of Fred with a shit-eating grin on his face.


The Pensacola News Journal, however, ran an editorial lauding the gift, writing that the controversy should not detract from Fred’s “extraordinary and generous gesture” that meant a brighter future for the law school.
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Pensacola News Journal lauds Fred Levin’s gift.


A Miami Herald article headlined “Controversy Loves Lawyer Whose Name Is on School” quoted former Florida Bar president John DeVault as saying that school officials had sent a message “that money transcends professionalism.” Florida State Representative Tom Warner told the Gainesville Sun, “I think it’s inappropriate. I am offended by it.”
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Fred Levin gets last laugh during the law school naming ceremony.


The letters sent back and forth between Fred’s critics and the university read like a bunch of high school kids fighting it out. James Rinaman Jr., a lawyer in Jacksonville, fired off a letter to Dean Matasar saying that naming the law school after Fred “demeans the efforts of the many deans, faculty, and alumni who have worked for so many years to achieve the vision of making our college one of the top twenty law schools.” He said Fred’s comment in one article about spitting at the Florida Bar—a little too much, Fred now admits—“exemplifies his sneering, cynical, and selfish approach to the practice and the profession.”


There was more. Rinaman went on to tell Matasar that the dean had “degraded the image and prestige” of the law school by “selling its good name to Fred Levin, a lawyer who has been castigated by the courts for abusing the rules and is notorious for commercializing the practice, thumbing his nose at the Bar, and otherwise manipulating the system.” He questioned Matasar’s “authority” and “hubris” to take such an action without a consensus of former deans, faculty, the alumni council, and the Board of Regents.


Rinaman now says he was angered by an interview Fred gave to the Florida Bar News about the gift, in which Fred underscored that part of the reason for the gift was retribution. Fred told the magazine, “I said, ‘I’m going to give the money away anyway and what a wonderful gesture for the Bar to see my name there.’ Maybe it’s not a nice thing to say, but had the Bar not jumped on me for what I consider to be three incredible grievances, I probably would have given this money to other charities.”


Admittedly, that’s not the noblest way to give a gift.


But Fred had his defenders. His friend Bob Montgomery, the philanthropist and lawyer from West Palm Beach who he was supposed to help target for the donation, wrote back and said that Rinaman’s letter was “revolting, ugly and offensive.” He called Rinaman “a narrow-minded insurance shill” and said that Rinaman was allied with his “silk-stocking, holier-than-thou jackass friends”—this in a letter written to the president of the university.


Rollin Davis, a Pensacola lawyer and law school alum, declared: “If he gave $10 million, that’s 10 million good reasons” to name the law school after him. Chesterfield Smith, a former president of the American Bar Association, called it a “magnificent act.” Reubin Askew, the very popular former governor, said that it was “a tremendous thing for the law school” and called Fred “one of the most outstanding lawyers in the country.” (In addition to being a founding partner of Levin’s firm, Askew was a close friend of the Levin family and was the beneficiary of Fred’s largesse when he was running for governor. Nevertheless, his opinion carried a great deal of weight with average Floridians.)


Naturally, Fred couldn’t resist the opportunity to enter the fray. He wrote a long letter noting his accomplishments, which were considerably more extensive than those of his detractors. First, he defended himself against the Bar’s charges and detailed the luminaries who had testified at his public hearing that he had done nothing unethical: Florida State University president Sandy D’Alemberte, famed attorney J. B. Spence, Southern Poverty Law Center founder Morris Dees, and the American Bar Association’s ethics committee chairman, Larry Fox. Fred pointed out that both the Florida Supreme Court and the hearing’s referee agreed with his witnesses. At the grievance hearing, it was noted that Fred was also the largest contributor to the United Way and cerebral palsy research in Northwest Florida. And by the way, he added, he had recently given $2 million to a foundation to benefit children in his community.


In his letter, Rinaman had asked how the university could explain to its students why the college of law was named after Fred Levin. Fred gladly provided the talking points. For starters, he pointed out that the university asked him for the contribution, not the other way around, and that it was the largest ever made to the university and the second largest to a public law school in the country. His family’s long tradition at the university was plainly evident. All five Levin brothers had received degrees there, three of them law degrees. All four of Fred’s children had degrees from the university as well. His daughter Marci had graduated law school with honors, and his son, Martin, was first in his law class. On his own standing, Fred sarcastically conceded, “I do not belong to any yacht club or country clubs so I apologize for not having the right social connections.”


Fred went on to list a few of his accomplishments that might have been lost in the maelstrom. He had written a best-selling book on trial practice; the highly respected Chief Circuit Judge M. C. Blanchard called him the best trial lawyer in Florida’s First Judicial Circuit and probably the state; he was responsible for helping to stop the overutilization of the antibiotic Chloromycetin, thus saving thousands and thousands of lives; he engineered the changes to the Florida Medicaid Recovery Act that allowed the state to recover billions from Big Tobacco; he served as chairman of two life insurance companies; he developed the cable channel BLAB-TV for live, call-in television; he managed Roy Jones Jr. and had been named boxing manager of the year by two different organizations; he had received the Perry Nichols Award as trial lawyer of the year; and he had recently been named a chief of the Republic of Ghana for his dedication to justice for all races.


He concluded by saying that even though he may not be a role model in the eyes of the “current and past leadership of the Bar,” in thirty-eight years of practicing law, he had never had a complaint from a client, nor had a trial judge ever insinuated that he acted unethically. “I guess,” he wrote, “it really boils down to whether I would rather have a good and honorable name with the people I represent or with the Florida Bar Association,” and if that was the choice—“I’m satisfied.”


University of Florida president John Lombardi rose to Fred’s defense in a letter to Montgomery and again thanked Fred for the gift. “The university and its law college make no apology, offer no retraction, and express no regrets about the generosity of Fred Levin or the recognition accorded that generosity,” he wrote.


Reflecting on the situation all these years later, Matasar says there was no reason not to accept the money. “The Levin money was never seen as a bad gift by anybody at Florida,” Matasar says. “They were consistent givers at a high amount over time. These issues from his critics were not flagged in the file, like, ‘Don’t take money from this guy.’ As a person who is dealing only with the people in front of me and only with the things I can see they’ve done, Fred had done a tremendous amount of good for the university and the law school, and frankly for the State of Florida.”


The gift also came with no strings attached, rare for such large contributions. “Fred Levin did not say to me on any occasion, ‘Here’s how I want the money invested, or how I want it spent,’” Matasar says.


The naming and dedication ceremony was held at the University of Florida in Gainesville, and the controversy over the naming was the undercurrent of the event. Reubin Askew, John Lombardi, and Richard Matasar all spoke gratefully of Fred’s contribution. Representative Joe Scarborough, a former law partner of Fred’s, and Fred’s close friends W. D. Childers and Morris Dees attended, as did Fred’s law school classmate George Starke.
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Morris Dees, George Starke, and Fred at the naming ceremony for the Fredric G. Levin College of Law.


Fred took his turn at the microphone and struck, for him, a conciliatory note. “I can understand the concern that some people have about naming the college Fred G. Levin or any other name,” he said. “I would have felt the same way. It would have sort of bothered me. The only thing I can say is wait until the next century.”


Following his speech, the new law school sign in Gator colors—blue with white letters and an orange stripe—was unveiled. Today, a duplicate of the sign hangs in Fred’s office.


Marshall Criser, who had preceded Lombardi as president of the University of Florida, was critical of the arrangement but came to accept it. “I didn’t like the transaction,” Criser says. “But I would say also that some of the others who were critical of the decision wouldn’t have made that gift or couldn’t have made that gift. Fred Levin’s name is on that law school, and it will be for eternity. Some of us didn’t like it, but so what?”


But the ceremony wasn’t the end of the controversy. Some of Fred’s critics were determined not to let his name stay on the law school. Instead of focusing on Fred’s run-ins with the Bar, they switched tactics and claimed the donation wasn’t large enough to put anyone’s name on the law school—never mind that Fred gave what the university asked. However, none of the complaints went anywhere because there was no escaping the fact that the $10 million figure was more than the university had received for other schools it had named after benefactors, and that the amount was doubled by the state.


Matasar personally met with everyone who objected. “I did what I called the ‘penance tour,’” he says. “After the gift was announced, I would meet with any person in their office who had any objection and talk about how transformative the gift was. One lawyer said the following to me: ‘You have to understand something, Dean. We shuffled Fred in law school, and we’re shuffling him now.’”


After Governor Chiles left office, a group of lawyers took the issue to the incoming governor, Jeb Bush. They also went to the Florida legislature to push for the introduction of a bill to have the Levin name removed. But in the end, they weren’t able to muster any support to return Fred’s money or to erase his name from the law school.


To this day, Rinaman remains opposed to the naming. His reasons continue to be that Fred was not “a meritorious recipient,” that schools should not be named for living individuals in the event that they bring disrepute by their actions, and that Fred giving the money in part to one-up the Florida Bar was uncouth.


“I don’t have any personal enmity toward Fred,” Rinaman says. “I don’t hardly know him. But I do know of him, and I do know his track record. And I got involved in this because he said that he did this wonderful charitable thing in order to stick the Bar in the eye, and it wasn’t a wonderful charitable thing anyway because he had to give it to somebody or else pay the taxes.”


Though Fred’s name stayed on the law school, the state did change its process for naming schools in the wake of the controversy. In March 1999, the Florida Board of Regents stripped this unilateral power from the university president and left the final say for all namings to the regents.


The fallout also resulted in casualties at the university. Due to all the publicity, as the state policy change was announced, Matasar resigned as law school dean and soon moved on to became dean of New York Law School, where he served for eleven years. He had become the scapegoat for the naming criticism.


“The university was under enormous pressure from lots of sources, and one thing the president of a university doesn’t want is more trouble,” Matasar says. “Having a law school that is creating trouble is not a great thing for universities. In our conversations, he, I, and the provost did what we thought was right for the university.”


While Fred clearly donated the money in part to annoy his critics, there is little doubt that the donation put the law school on better footing. It immediately lifted the school’s endowment to sixth among all public university law schools (behind only Michigan, Cal-Berkeley, Texas, Virginia, and Minnesota). The money was used to hire additional professors, bring down student–teacher ratios, and expand course selection. In the ensuing years, the law school, helped in part by such funding, began climbing the national list of law schools.


Today, the Levin College of Law is ranked twenty-third by U.S. News and World Report among all public law schools and forty-ninth overall. In terms of the criterion of “reputation,” the law school is ranked by U.S. News and World Report as tenth among publics and twenty-sixth overall in the assessment by practicing lawyers and judges, and fifteenth among publics and thirty-fifth overall in the assessment by academics. It also is ranked fourth among all public law schools (and eighth among all law schools) in the number of graduates serving as federal district and circuit court judges. This makes Fred smile the most, because it means that any of his detractors who go to court will likely face a judge that graduated from the Levin College of Law.


The gift helped keep the law school financially stable when tough economic times arose. “History is certainly on the side of the law school making the right decision,” Matasar says. “In the financial crises in the 2000s, first the dot-com bust, and then later when the economy itself tanked, the Levin gift was the difference between maintaining a good law school and not.”


The law school—in part because it defended the gift that it had asked Fred to give in the wake of the vitriol against him—made a friend for life.


“I don’t know what would have happened if Matasar and Ulmer would have asked for more money that day,” Fred says. “Maybe I would have given it; maybe I would have thought it was too much and just helped them raise it. I do know that I continue to support the law school.”


In 2006, Fred gave $2 million toward the Martin H. Levin Advocacy Center, named in honor of his son, a 1988 graduate. The center includes a full-scale courtroom where law students can experience the feeling of being in trial. In addition, his sister-in-law, Teri Levin, donated $1 million in honor of her husband, Fred’s late brother Allen. The Allen and Teri Levin Advocacy Education Suite includes classrooms, offices, and practice areas for student trial and moot court teams. This is the go-to place for students who want to become trial lawyers.


The president of the university, Bernie Machen, presided over the advocacy center’s dedication in March 2012. Despite the bitter aftertaste that Fred’s gifts left with some, Machen was highly complimentary. “When the history of this law school is recounted fifty or a hundred years from now, Fred Levin will be known as a transformative force,” he said.


Matasar agrees that what will survive is the gift. “People don’t look too hard under rocks for people who have created their wealth,” Matasar says. “People forget Leland Stanford’s background, the Dukes’ background, and the Vanderbilts’ and Rockefellers’. The name survives the individual. That would be true if Fred were a rotten human and a bad guy, but Fred is a wonderful person, and he is a philanthropist, not just for education at Florida, but a supporter of his own community.”
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Great trial lawyers are made in different ways. They are influenced by their upbringing; by the time and place in which they lived; and by their parents, educators, and friends. To become an effective trial lawyer, most lawyers will agree, you need a broad background. You must have some degree of smarts and plenty of common sense. You must outwork the next guy. Most difficult of all, you have to reach a point where you are respected. All of this requires a clear sense of self and an unflinching confidence.


Like most people, Fred Levin was shaped by a few key events in his childhood. These influenced his personal constitution, taught him how to bend but not break the rules, built his confidence, and, for better or worse, formed the basis for the lawyer he became.


Fredric Gerson Levin was born in 1937, the third of six boys, to Abe and Rose Levin. Fred attributes the spelling of his name to his mother’s love of Fredric March, who won the Academy Award for best actor in 1932 for Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, which is somewhat prophetic in retrospect. Fred has no idea where “Gerson” came from. He was so embarrassed by the odd middle name that when he applied for a Social Security card, he changed it to George.


Fred grew up in Pensacola, Florida, during World War II. At that time, as it is today, Pensacola was a huge Navy town. It was referred to as the Cradle of Naval Aviation, because most Navy pilots during that time, and notably the first person to set foot on the moon, Neil Armstrong, received their initial training in Pensacola. But Pensacola has a strange history, and the city remains in a constant struggle with itself over its relevance beyond its own borders—which some might argue also applies to Fred Levin himself.


The city was the site of one of the very first recorded European settlements on North America. In 1559, the Spanish conquistador Don Tristán de Luna y Arellano arrived in Pensacola, long before the Pilgrims landed on Plymouth Rock. Unfortunately, de Luna was a total failure. Before he could even offload his ships, most of his vessels and cargo were wiped out by a hurricane. Then, when it turned out there was no gold on land, his people mutinied. De Luna left Pensacola and returned to Spain in disgrace. It would be at least 135 years before Europeans would once again attempt a permanent settlement in Pensacola. So while Pensacola was technically the first Spanish settlement in the United States, its history carried a heavy asterisk of rejection. Over the years, it was passed back and forth, and has had five different flags fly over it: Spanish, French, British, Confederate, and now American. Oddly, Pensacola now prides itself on that fact and is nicknamed the City of Five Flags.


The Pensacola of the early 1940s was a Navy town overrun with soldiers and sailors. Fred’s father owned a pawnshop downtown, where people on furlough would pawn whatever they had for partying money. Abe Levin was considered an unusually honorable pawnbroker. He would hold the pawned items far beyond the time required by law or contract, just in case the men ever returned and wanted to buy them back. He would do the same for people who had fallen on hard times, and were pawning heirlooms such as wedding rings just to get by.


His father’s most famous customer was Virginia Hill, the girlfriend of Bugsy Siegel, who is popularly known as the founder of Las Vegas. Siegel was in Hill’s Beverly Hills home when he was gunned down. Hill was one of the best-looking women ever to come out of Pensacola. Fred’s father would tell anyone and everyone how she had purchased her luggage from him before moving to the West Coast to be with Bugsy.


Years later, Fred took his father to see the film Bugsy, starring Warren Beatty as Siegel and Annette Bening as Virginia Hill. “He spent the entire film looking for that damn suitcase,” Fred recalls. “Sure enough, when Virginia’s prop luggage came on-screen, he shouted, ‘I sold her that suitcase!’ And then he fell asleep.”
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The Levin family in 1950 (clockwise): Abe, Stanley, Rose, Herman, Fred, Allen, and Martin. David, the oldest son, is not pictured.


Fred’s father worked hard, and the family had a traditional, Southern middle-class existence. They had two maids, whom Fred called Ms. Daisy and Ms. Tassie, and a yard man/butler named Mr. Willie. As the Levin family expanded with the additions of Fred’s younger brothers, Stanley (1938), Martin (1941), and Allen (1944), they moved into a larger house away from the downtown area but still within the city limits.


Fred had few cares and even fewer goals. He was also a hellion. When he was five, the new Superman comic book hit the stores. He had to have it. He went to his mother, who was cooking dinner, and tugged on her apron. He demanded that she take him to the newsstand and buy the comic book. After all, it was only ten cents. But his mom was not having any of it. She told him she didn’t have ten cents, nor did she have time to drive him to the newsstand. So little Freddie did what any reasonable five-year-old would do: He went and got Mom’s purse, looked for ten cents, and, finding nothing, peed in her purse. Today, a first edition of that comic book is worth more than $1 million.


Upon discovering what Fred had done, his mother grabbed him and stripped his clothes off. She stuck his butt out the window and yelled at the top of her voice, “Everyone in the neighborhood come quickly and see Freddie’s bare ass!”
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