Art and How One Lawyer

Turned a Thirst

Entrepreneurship [Py
Winning Wine

BY PAULETTE R. BURGESS

arly autumn. Getting Tim Nodland

to sit still for an interview is not easy

this time of year. Scratch Monday;

he’s got an all-day deposition with

a neuropsychologist for a personal
injury case. Tuesday won't work either — arbi-
tration matter. We were set for Wednesday, but
lab reports coming in that morning sent him
on an unplanned trip to Walla Walla to check
on some Carmeneré grapes.

“I had to taste for the balance between
acidity and sweetness,” explains the Spokane-
based attorney, apologizing for his last-minute
cancellation. With the threat of a possible over-
night freeze, he needed to know firsthand if the
grapes were ready.

“The lab measures pH balance, and usually
the lower the sugar, the higher the acid. But, in
this case, the sugar was going up and the acid
wasn’t going down. And anyway, I never make
a decision based on a lab report. A winemaker
must taste the vintage.”

Standing amongst the dozens of stacked
French oak barrels in his Spokane Valley win-
ery, Nodland is master of all he surveys. Every
bottle of wine from Nodland Cellars is made
from grapes grown, selected, and crushed by
Nodland himself, with, of course, some sea-
sonal help and one full-time employee.

Nodland says (only halijekingly) that one
of his favorite tasks is operating the forklift,
which carries the freshly picked and boxed
grape clusters to the trucks. The trucks then
bring the fruit back to the Spokane Valley
Winery for processing.

“l see how it may seem otherwise, but
winemaking is first an art, and a business and
science second,” he insists. “In that way, it’s
actually a lot like practicing law.”

A surprising assertion, but fact is all of
Nodland’s professional successes have been
a surprising mix of artistry and entrepre-
neurial moxie.

The 52 year old wasn't always a successful
i Lo personal-injury lawyer. (He’s repeatedly ob-
(. Ll s tained six- and seven-figure settlements and

//?"’/ // /%//// / jury awards for his clients.) Yes, he started on a
D WIN rather typical trajectory: announcing in fourth
grade to his presumably pleased parents he

Clockwise from top: Tim Nodland
currently plays jazz guitar with a swing
band. Nodland stands center with

his band from three decades ago. The
Nodland Cellarslabel. Nodland in his
1980s rock band heyday.




“I see how it may

seem otherwise, but
winemaking is first

an art, and a business
and science second,”
he insists. “In that way,
it’s actually a lot like
practicing law.”

would be a lawyer, joining debate team in
high scheol, with plans for pre-law study at
Washington State University. But then the
proverbial “something happened on the
way " to campus,

“T saw an electric guitar in the win-
dow of a music store,” Nodland recalls.
“] became enamored with this instru-
ment, With my lawn-mowing money,
bought the guitar and became obsessed
with music. I practiced day and night,
getting up at 4 a.m. to play it and staying
up until after midnight deing the same.
I would sleep with the guitar next to my
bed. I listened to Led Zeppelin records
while I slept, thinking my subconscious
would absorb the genius.”

Nodland’s obsessive personality
proved profitable. (This would become a
lifelong motif)) Two years after he started
playing guitar, he won the audition into
the top professicnal rock band at WSU.
In fact, playing those college gigs until 2
a.m, most weekend nights is how he paid
for his degree in political science.

“But after graduation, when my col-
lege buddies were getting haircuts and
learning to put on ties for interviews,
I auditioned for touring road bands,”
Nedland says. “I won the audition into
a band named Fanatic and toured the
western states for three years straight,
living out of a suitcase and having the
time of my life.”

Nodland explains what many new law
graduates — those raised on iTunes and
synthesized samplings that dominate rap,
or the voice-dubbing dance-and-stage-set
extravaganzas of Britney Spears and Lady
Gaga — might not fully appreciate: his
band actually played their instruments in
real time and used their own voices to sing
the lyrics. It was daring and exhausting.

“This was the 1980s when live music
deminated entertainment; we played

large bars and small concerts with a wall
of speakers and a huge light show,” says
Nedland. “Spandex and leather!” Photos
from that era in his life attest to this. The
friendly, mild-mannered, bespectacled
barrister rocked the house! Nowadays,
though, he prefers playing jazz guitar with
the neo-swing band “Timmy Swift and the
Swingin’ Vinos.”

Around the same time that living
large and touring was starting to take its
toll, Nodland was offered a job as a talent
agent. In short order, his portfolio grew to
18 “hair bands,” he recalls.
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“T loved the business side of music, and
to reach the top would be securing an art-
ist development position with a record la-
bel,” he says. “The best path to that career
was to have a law degree.” .

The only problem was that when he
graduated from Gonzaga University
School of Law 21 years ago, bands like Poi-
son, Métley Crlie, and Quiet Riot were giv-
ing way to an entirely new genre that could
be summed up in one word: Nevermind.

“The music industry fell apart thanks
to Kurt Cobain and the Seattle grunge
scene,” says Nodland, “and overnight, my
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hair bands were cbsolete” He says this
without a hint of chagrin. After all, change
happens to the best of us. And entrepre-
neurs don't quit. They change, too.

The erstwhile Nodland may have
initially intended for his legal studies to
shore up a gig at a big record label (think
contracts, business law, agency, and copy-
right), but it wasn’t to be. Instead, litigation
seduced him. His path was redirected to-

The bottling operation at Nodland Cellars in the Spokane Valley.

ward this siren’s
song. Never one
to wait around for
opportunity,  he
hung a shingle
immediately.  “I
took on any case
that would get me
into court: fam-
ily law, real estate,

perscnal  injury,
bankruptey.”
He recalls

awaiting the bar
results with a fel-
low student. “We
got our results,
and my friend
was so relieved,
‘Thank God, was
his attitude. ‘Now I know if I can practice,’
he said, while I was thinking, ‘Thank God.
Now I can deposit those retainer checks
and pay my rent!””

No, it wasn't that easy; clients didn’t just
roll into his low-rent office suite. The point
Nodland is making, albeit unintentionally,
is that while some people hope life will go
their way, he makes it go his way. It wasn’t
if he passed the Bar exam, but when he
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passed the exam, that he would be ready to
take off running.

A longtime friend and former district
court judge, who didn't realize he was be-
ing questioned for an article and so shall
remain unnamed, describes Nodland
thus: “He's the smartest guy I know. Tim’s
a belt-and-suspenders kind of guy” When
pressed, he elaborates, “He wears both a
belt and suspenders.”

When this is mentioned to Nodland, he
laughs, insisting, “Only in court! T got the
suspenders from NITA (National Institute
for Trial Advocacy),” which he attended in
2002. “[NITA] changed how I approach
trial work. The best thing it did was stimu-
late me into reading a shelf of books on the
art of persuasion and jury behavior.”

The suspenders make for a look far
removed from his big hair days; however,
Nodland insists there isn't a major differ-
ence — not beyond the superficial, at least.

“My life has always been a marriage
of a love for the law and a passion for the
arts,” he says. “Making wine is a lot like
practicing law: it, too, is an art.”

He really means this,

“You start in the rough,” he explains,
“with grapes that need to be picked and
brought into the winery for processing,
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just like a new case coming into the of-
fice. With grapes, you are limited by what
Mother Nature gave you, and in your case
you are limited by the facts and the law.
You take the grapes, your clients, and nur-
ture them, adding yeast and nutrients, ag-
ing in fine barrels, putting what you have
been given in the best possible light and
then presenting your finished product to
the judges who write for wine magazines,
your case to the jury, the customer who ul-
timately takes that bottle home.”

To Nodland this all seems second
nature, as if inevitable. But perhaps the
point isn't that practicing law, or making
wine and song, is art, but rather that liv-
ing right is the art. Perhaps some people
— be they musicians, judges, teachers,
winemakers, or even cabbies — are able
to raise living to an art form. There do
seem to be people who live in such a way
they illuminate for the rest of us what a
beautiful life looks like. Their ways of
seeing and of being — problem-solving,
career transitioning, their capacity for
sustained creativity and intellectual curi-
osity —inspire us to go deeper as well, to
find and celebrate our own rhythms. To
make our own art; to stay inspired.

What Nodland knew for certain was
that he needed more art in his life, that
something was missing despite the court-
room successes, and that’s how he found
his way into winemaking.

“I was so busy in law school and start-
ing a practice that I didn’t play the guitar
for years and was creatively starved,” he
says. “At the same time, [ was exposed to
a group of people who made their own
wine at home. I was as blown away as |
was when 1 first saw that electric guitar
hanging in the window of the store. T had
to de it; I had to make my own alechol.
My brother-in-law was a vineyard consul-
tant in Walla Walla, and we decided in
1999 to mzake one barrel of wine.Ibought
a French oak barrel, a stainless steel tank
to ferment in and made the first barrel
with the book open.”

He had wanted to go back to school
for winemaking, but exigencies such as
a young family and a growing practice
complicated things. “And then I saw the
movie ‘Goed Will Hunting,” Nodland
says. “What influenced me so much
was the scene in the college bar where
Will, the genius without formal educa-
tion who was a janitor at MIT, was with
his construction worker buddy trying to
pick up girls in a bar filled with Harvard
students. When he is being almost suc-

cessful picking up the college girl, a male
Harvard student steps in and starts talk-
ing economics and makes the construc-
tion worker friend look foolish in front of
the girl. In short order, Will the janitor
genius talks circles around the Harvard
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How do you like them apples?’ I loved it!
I went out and bought the course books
for UC Davis Wine School and read them.
Then I set up my garage as my ‘lab’ and
started learning by doing.”

This past autumn marks Nodland’s
fourteenth vintage and the eight-year an-
niversary of his winery. The wines have
received regional, national, and interna-
tional acclaim. One popular wine is the
Nodland Cellars Private Blend, which
Nodland explains is a wine made “in
the style of the early 1800s with all six
allowed Bordeaux varieties.” This wine
is part of the “Jazz Series.” There is also
a “Rock and Roll Series,” which features
the most popular wine, a Merlot/Caber-
net Franc blend called “Nodland Cellars
Bad Attitude.”

All lawyers wish we could pick and
choose the cases we handle. Nodland
hopes for the same someday. The win-
ery and tasting rcom now take up 2,500
square feet of commercial real estate in
the Spokane Valley (with an additional
2,500 more during crush), and he tends
to four vineyards around the state of
Washington. His goal isn't to make many
types of wines, but rather to make a few
wines very well. The approach has paid
off. His wines are shipped throughout the
country to customers and are slowly find-
ing their way on to permanent wine lists
of local restaurants.

“I plan to practice the ‘art of law’ for as
long as I am able to nurture clients and
present their cases,” Nodland says. “It's
something I do and that I care about. But
my other love is this winery; [ want to keep
perfecting our vintages and to be in a posi-
tion where I can cherry-pick my cases.”

For a guy who saved his lawn-mowing
money to buy a guitar and ended up man-
aging 18 bands, success seems likely. He
has devoted himself to his art. Which is
why, when he isn't prepping for trial, he
can be found in the cellar, tending to each
one of his French oak barrels, nurturing
the grapes into the “liquid art” he and his
patrons enjoy so much. MWL

PEULETTER. BUR-
GESSisacriminal
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and journalist who
practices in Spo-
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