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Kentucky’s Largest Verdicts

In this chapter we will study the history of the largest 
verdicts in Kentucky. That’s a bit of a tricky thing to do as there
is no complete record of old Kentucky jury verdicts that can be
easily. The process is then a mix of a bit of lore, a bit of a luck
and little more imagination.

The largest verdict of in the 19th Century in Kentucky
appears to have been returned in April of 1870 against the
Louisville & Nashville Railroad. The plaintiff, James Jacobs, a
minor was killed in a train accident. Little is known about the
facts of the case. However a jury in Hodgenville awarded the
boy’s estate a remarkable $150,000 in damages. A new trial was
ordered and the ultimate resolution of the case is unknown.

The other largest pre-1900 verdict of which we know is the
celebrated “Super Tort” of 1889 involving burned William
Tierney as discussed early in this book. He took the staggering
sum, in those days, of $25,000. The Court of Appeals reversed it
as excessive and noted no court had ever approved an award in
excess of $10,000 at that time. There were a few other pre-1900
verdicts of $25,000, but never any larger than that sum.

A few years later in Campbell County, Minnie Creighton
was horribly injured when she ran into the street to save boy
from being struck by a train. Her injuries included a fractured
skull. Creighton was awarded $17,500 in 1896. It was the largest
verdict ever in that county and the Court of Appeals reversed it.
Her lawyer, by the way, was none other than William Goebel,
who four years later was assassinated at the Capitol in Frankfort
just four days after being sworn. Creighton settled her case in
1901 for $6,000.

There were a mishmash of large verdicts in the new
century, but none exceeded Tierney. In January of 1906, the
estate of George Hilton, a railroad brakeman run over and killed,
took a $14,000 award in Jefferson Circuit Court. It was described
as the largest verdict in years.

Eight years later in Bowling Green, Jeannette Stewart was
awarded $20,000 by a Warren County jury for the death of her
husband, a train engineer, who like the all the rest of this era,
died in a train accident.
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Six years on in Jackson, a Breathitt Circuit jury awarded
S.B. Stidham’s widow $17,000 for her husband’s train-related
crash. He was a jeweler who was run over by a backing train. It
was called the largest ever verdict in that county.

Presumably there were other large verdicts in this era, but
they are mostly lost to history. There was a $25,000 verdict in
1927 in Bell County. A boy, Carlo Lawson, age 11, fell in a hole
on the poorly maintained bridge in 1921. He suffered cut to his
shin and later a blood infection developed. The complications
were serious and the boy became an invalid.

The gap from the 1910s to the 1930s but there several
large verdict at this time. George Shoulders was killed in a mine
accident in June of 1926 by falling rock. A Webster Circuit Court
jury awarded his estate damages of $30,000 in 1929. The Court
of Appeals reversed the verdict as excessive. The court held:

A review of the cases involving a discussion of the subject of
excessive damages will disclose a constant conservatism on the part
of this court in interposing its power to rejudge the result reached in
a damage case by a properly instructed jury. The line which marks
the extreme limit is not definitely defined, but the leaning of the
court is toward upholding the deliberate judgments of the tribunal
erected by law to determine that question. But, when the limit has
been exceeded, the court will not shrink from its duty to grant a new
trial. A diligent search has disclosed no instance in this state where
a verdict fixing damages for the wrongful death of a laboring man at
a sum as large as it was in this case.

There was a larger verdict a year later in Boyd Circuit
Court. James Wright was in the cellar of his home near the
village of Beauty in Martin County when he struck a match on
the ceiling. Gas had accumulated in the cellar and there was an
explosion. Wright lost an eye in the explosion and part of his ear
and nose were burnt off. He also suffered extensive scarring
among other injuries.

Wright sued Warfield Natural Gas and blamed the
explosion on a leaky natural gas line at the home. Warfield
Natural Gas defended that it was naturally occurring methane
gas that exploded, not gas from its line.

A jury awarded Wright $45,000 in damages in Catlettsburg.
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A year later the Court of Appeals affirmed the verdict. While
$30,000 had been too much a year earlier for the Shoulders
estate, the court would not disturb the $45,000 result. It so
holding, the court recognized this was the largest personal injury
verdict ever approved in Kentucky. The result was colorfully
justified by Judge Stanley:

The intense physical pain which this unfortunate man has suffered
and the discomfort he will continue through the years to suffer cannot
be denied. All will agree that no more severe agony can be
experienced than that caused by being burned. Indeed, the finite
mind of man can conceive none more agonizing, so the punishment
to be imposed upon the spirits of the damned is portrayed as an
eternal fire.

The next largest result was Evelyn Hazen’s 1934 $80,000
breach of promise to marry verdict which was earlier discussed.
However Hazen’s verdict was less traditional personal injury
than an odd “love sick” insult. The Hazen verdict from more
than 80 years ago, is the last of the old-time large verdicts to be
considered. The picture became clearer in the second half of the
20th century.

Olivia Williams, age 26 and represented by Charles Leibson
(he would go to on fame at the Kentucky Supreme Court)
suffered a fractured skull and other serious injuries in a head-on
collision in Prospect with Louisville investment broker, William
Hilliard. Williams also suffered a broken leg and ambulated at
trial with crutches – it was described that she would be a cripple
for life. She was awarded damages of $35,900. The local paper
described it was the largest verdict in the memory of courthouse
staff.

There was another large verdict in Louisville four years
later. Sylvester Williams was fixing the taillight on a vehicle on
Cane Run Road in November of 1952. At the same time, Paul
Conder was driving a vehicle for a local auto sales company. It
was a dark and rainy night. Conder didn’t see Williams.
Conder crashed into Williams, pinning him between the vehicle
bumpers. The impact left severed both of Williams’s legs.

Williams sued the owner of the car company, but settled
before trial. The case would be tried against Conder only.
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Anderson and Williams in 1953

Conder would later
appear at trial under
armed guard as after
this crash, he was
convicted of charges
related to a stolen taxi
cab and was sentenced
to the reformatory. He
was not represented at
trial.

The flamboyant
lawyer for Williams
was Charles W.
Anderson, Jr. The
young attorney was
well-known, being the
first black to serve in
the Kentucky
legislature. A civil
rights leader,
Anderson was elected
as a Republican in
1935 and served until

1958.
In this case, Anderson secured what was called a record

$60,000 verdict for Williams in October of 1953. He posed with
the verdict form in the courtroom the next day as pictured.
Williams was using his mechanical legs.

Just a few years later in 1960, Anderson would meet his
own tragic end. Just after being appointed as the U.S. delegate to
the United Nations, Anderson was involved in a train accident in
Bagdad, Kentucky. He was struck and killed at a crossing. His
estate sued the railroad (seeking damages of $837,026) eleven
months later. The resolution of the Anderson case is unknown.

The $60,000 Williams verdict (still viewed as the largest)
wouldn’t hold that status for long. 

A year later in June of 1954 a paralyzed steelworker was
awarded damages of $75,000 by a Louisville jury before Judge
Lawrence Grauman. The case was tried for six days.
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Charles and his lawyer, Scott Hamilton

Oley Adams, age 44, was working on a project constructing
a ready-mix concrete plant in Middletown. As Adams worked to
secure a crane on the superstructure, a cable broke and he fell to
the ground. The fall left him paralyzed from the waist down. His
lawyer was Arthur W. Grafton. The Court of Appeals affirmed
the result in 1956, writing it was the largest personal injury ever
approved in Kentucky. Judge Cullen wrote:

        It is further argued that the damages are so excessive as to
require a reversal of the judgment. Appellants assert that the
$75,000 verdict is the largest ever awarded in a personal injury case
in this State. They contend that such a verdict could be sustained
only on the basis of the complete destruction of earning capacity of a
45 year old man earning some $4,000 per year after taxes, and
that there is no such basis in this case.

The award held up as the largest for just two years. Little
Charles Mann, then just a toddler, lost both his right arm and leg
when a free-rolling train struck him in 1952. The child had
apparently followed his dog onto the tracks. His grandmother
chased after him but was too slow. The accident occurred in

Louisville’s West
End near 32nd Street
and Market.

The boy’s
parents sued the
K&I Railroad. It was
the plaintiff’s theory
that the railroad
yard, where the tank
car had rolled, was
unprotected by a
fence in such a
heavily populated
area. There was
proof that some 35
children lived within
a block of the 48-
track switchyard. In
fact little Charles was
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struck just 125 feet from the front door of his house.
The railroad defended it had no duty to put a fence on its

switchyard, a “no trespassing sign” being adequate. At a first trial
in 1954, Judge Raymond Bossmeyer directed a verdict for the
railroad. The boy appealed.

The Court of Appeals reversed a year later. It held the
issue of whether the railroad was negligent was for a jury to
decide. It was a hotly contested opinion, four judges voting to
reverse and three to dissent.
    Judge Porter Sims wrote a bitter dissent – he was 
incredulous that any duty could be imposed on a railroad  to a
trespasser. He wondered if the railroad could have been found at
fault if the boy had walked onto the yard, stumbled on a cross tie
and struck its head on the track, would the railroad be
responsible for his brain injury? Sims answered it could not as
the railroad could never anticipate such inattentive parents.

The dissent aside, Charles had another crack at a jury in
November of 1956. This time Judge George Broadus was on the
bench. The verdict was for Charles and he took a record-setting
$175,000 award for Kentucky. The jury had asked a question in
their deliberations. Can we award damages without finding the
railroad at fault? Judge Broadus told the jury to follow the
instructions.

The boy was represented by attorney, A. Scott Hamilton.
The railroad’s lawyer at trial was well-known in and out of court,
Louis Seelbach. Seelbach, besides being a top-notch railroad
lawyer, also operated the old Seelbach Hotel with his brother. 

The railroad took an appeal and challenged the verdict as
excessive. The Court of Appeals reversed in February of 1958,
the court not reaching the issue of excessive damages. It instead
found instruction error regarding the jury instructions allowing a
lump sum award. The court held in a case like this with medical
bills and future care, as well as pain and suffering, the better
course would have been for an itemized verdict form. It reversed
for a new trial. The case was settled three months later for
$112,500.

The record $175,000 Charles Mann would get pushed a
few months after the 1958 settlement. As discussed earlier in this
book, trial giant Melvin Belli took $162,121 for the estate of
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Marvin Fisher, a Louisville lawyer struck and killed by a train.
The Fisher verdict didn’t hold up either, it being reversed in
November of 1961.

However in December of 1960, the Fisher case was the
largest still-standing verdict – it would be reversed 11 months for
later, but for a short time, it was the biggest. The fascinating case
of the tear-gassed trucker, Lloyd Alexander and as discussed
earlier in this book, resulted in a $168,100 verdict. While it wasn’t
the largest verdict returned in Kentucky history, at the time, it
was the largest that was still standing.

There was something in the water at the end of 1964. The
two largest verdicts to Kentucky to that time within just two
months. The first was the case of Konkle v. Doe Valley. The
plaintiff, Charles Konkle, had been left paralyzed in a
construction accident in 1963. While working in a trench, dirt fell
into the trench and he suffered a spinal cord injury.

Konkle attended the four-day trial before Judge Harold
Marquette in a wheelchair. A Louisville jury on November 6,
1964 awarded him $325,000 in damages. His lawyer was Charles
Leibson. Konkle was stoic when the verdict was returned and
remarked afterwards that he would use the money to equip his
home with ramps and other devices to help him ambulate.

The record Konkle verdict was shattered a month later and
in of all places, it was in far western Kentucky in Eddyville. The
suit arose from an August 1963 trucking crash. Dorothy Scott,
age 32, was driving a vehicle with her parents when they were
struck by a Usher Transport tractor-trailer. The truck had been
carrying cement for use in constructing the Western Kentucky
Parkway.

Scott’s parents were both killed and Scott herself suffered
serious injuries. On December 15, 1964, a Lyon Circuit Court
jury awarded Scott $727,800 in damages. The estates of her
parents, jointly, were awarded $22,000 more. While there were
two “largest” verdicts within a month, the Scott verdict would
stand as Kentucky’s largest for ten years.

The Eddyville and Konkle verdicts aside, it would not be
until 1968 that a larger verdict would be returned. In June of that
year, a Louisville jury awarded the Raymond Cox $200,000
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against a dynamite supplier, Explosives Suppliers. Cox suffered
serious injuries in a construction accident on a Watterson Trail
subdivision when a jackhammer struck an unexploded stick of
dynamite. The dynamite had been left behind in a trench. Cox,
who was thrown forty feet by the blast, suffered the loss of his
left eye, among other injuries. A co-worker with Cox, Jackson
Hicks, lost his leg below the knee and was awarded $120,000.

The verdict didn’t stand. Two years later the Court of
Appeals reversed the verdict. It concluded the negligence of
Cox’s employer in failing to warn him of the danger was an
intervening and unforeseeable act that exonerated the defendant. 

The verdict for Clarence Seay in August of 1971 would
briefly be the third largest standing verdict. In March of 1962,
Seay, then age 9, was playing baseball at a city park in Covington.
The ball was thrown errantly and would up inside an electric
substation. Seay climbed the fence and retrieved the ball. 

However as Seay climbed back, his hand touched a 13,000
volt electrical line. He suffered a severe shock as well as burn
injuries. The boy sued Cincinnati Gas and Electric and the City
of Covington regarding the hazard. A Kenton County jury
awarded Seay $176,215 in damages on August 23, 1971. It was
assessed 60% to the city and the remainder to the electric
company.

There were two large verdicts in Louisville in 1972. The
estate of Donald McAuliffe, who died in a 1969 fire at the
Seelbach Hotel, was awarded $260,000 in damages in a case tried
before Judge Michael McDonald that February. McAuliffe was
found in his third floor hotel room, apparently hiding from the
smoke and heat in his bathtub. His estate had presented a
negligence theory. A few months later in September, the estate
of Dr. Armand Cohen, age 86, took a $253,360 verdict. Cohen
had been killed in an Upper River Road crash on April 23, 1970.
As the presiding Judge Paul Keith had directed a verdict on
liability, the jury only considered damages.

The million dollar threshold would finally be breached in
Kentucky in 1974. It was true then as almost always that large
verdicts emerge from great human tragedy. So it was for little
Jerry Ewald.

177



The Largest Kentucky Personal Injury/Death
Verdicts From 1870 to the Present

1870 Jacobs v. L&N Railroad $150,000 Death
LaRue Circuit Court
Reversed and settled for $7,000

1890 Tierney v. Standard Oil $25,000 Badly burned
Jefferson Circuit Court
Reversed and settled for $10,000

1927 Lawson v. City of Pineville $25,000 Crippled
Bell Circuit Court
Affirmed on appeal

1930 Shoulders v. West Ky. Coal $30,000 Death
Webster Circuit Court
Reversed on appeal as excessive

1932 Wright v. Warfield Nat. Gas $45,000 Explosion
Boyd Circuit Court
Affirmed on appeal

1953 Williams v. Conder $60,000 Lost both legs
Jefferson Circuit Court
Result unknown

1954 Adams v. Holloway Mix $75,000 Paralysis
Jefferson Circuit Court
Affirmed on appeal

1956 Mann v. K&I Railroad $175,000 Lost arm & leg
Jefferson Circuit Court
Reversed on appeal - settled for $112,500

1958 Fisher v. L&N Railroad $162,121 Death
Jefferson Circuit Court
Reversed on appeal
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