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Retiring: Justice Ronald E. Nehring 
by Julie J. Nelson and Noella A. Sudbury

EDITOR’S NOTE: In preparation for writing this article, the 

authors sat down with Justice Nehring and interviewed him 

about his legal career and his time on the court.

In February, Justice Ronald E. Nehring will retire after twenty 

years as a Utah judge. His time on the bench is marked by great 

changes in Utah law, witty comments from the bench and in 

judicial opinions, and a large fan base of colleagues, attorneys, 

secretaries, and clerks.

Personal Background

Justice Nehring was born in Fond du Lac, Wisconsin, and grew 

up in Kalamazoo, Michigan. When he was only one year old, his 

father died. He was raised by his mother and remained very 

close to her throughout her life. When Justice Nehring became 

a lawyer, his mother was able to attend his swearing-in 

ceremony. Justice Nehring remembers thinking on that day how 

grateful he was for all she had done to make it possible for him 

to be there.

Justice Nehring attended Cornell University as an undergraduate 

and went to law school at the University of Utah College of Law. 

In 1974, he married Kristina Hindert, who is a child psychiatrist 

in Salt Lake City. The Nehrings have three children, Lincoln, 

Jessie, and Kyle, and are avid dog and horse lovers.

Justice Nehring has been an incredible athlete all his life. In his 

pre-law years, he won the high school state championship in 

cross country, played football at Cornell, ran cross country for 

the Chicago Track Club, ran the half-mile race for the United 

States, and narrowly missed making the U.S. team for the 

Munich Olympics. Justice Nehring has participated in the 

Boston Marathon several times and took second place in a 

national ride-and-tie championship (a competition involving 

two runners and a horse). More recently, he has become an 

avid cross-country skier and bicyclist. A few years ago, he 

completed the “Death Ride,” a bicycle tour of the California 

Alps, and made a 2,400 mile trip from St. Petersburg to Venice. 

His wife attributes his athletic success to “grim determination” 

and “mental stamina,” and says that he had no experience with 

horse-back riding, swimming, cross-country skiing, or yoga but 

simply learned and practiced them until he excelled. 

Mentors in the Law 

Justice Nehring said he has had many mentors throughout his 

legal career but named three who stick out in his mind. First, he 

said that he learned a tremendous amount from his law partner, 

John Ashton. He and John worked on many cases together, and 

Justice Nehring said that watching John helped him to become a 

better lawyer. The second person Justice Nehring mentioned was 

former judge, Tim Hanson. Justice Nehring explained that after 

he joined the bench, Judge Hanson taught him the importance of 

proper judicial temperament. Third, Justice Nehring mentioned 
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his long-time friend and mentor Fran Wikstrom, who, in addition 

to being a fantastic lawyer, is a talented skier. Justice Nehring 

commented that he “always aspired to ski as well as Fran but 

was never able to do it.” 

Most Memorable Moments

When asked to reflect on his twenty years on the bench, Justice 

Nehring stated that the moment that most stands out in his mind 

was the time he signed a death warrant as a trial judge. “That is 

an event that truly grabs your attention,” he said. 

When asked about the opinions he has written, he stated that he 

most remembers his opinion in Campbell v. State Farm 

Mutual Automobile Insurance Co., 2004 UT 34, 98 P.3d 409. 

Justice Nehring authored that opinion on its return trip from the 

United States Supreme Court, not long after Justice Nehring had 

joined the Utah Supreme Court. The Utah Supreme Court had 

originally upheld a $1 million compensatory damages award 

and a $145 million punitive damages award. Campbell v. State 

Farm Mut. Auto. Ins. Co., 2001 UT 89, ¶¶ 1, 69, 65 P.3d 1134. 

In a landmark case, the United States Supreme Court reversed 

and remanded, holding the decision violated due process and 

setting a veritable “single-digit” ratio limit. State Farm Mut. 

Auto. Ins. Co. v. Campbell, 538 U.S. 408, 425 (2003). On 

remand, Justice Nehring set the Campbells’ punitive damage 

award at nine times their compensatory damages. Campbell, 

2004 UT 34, ¶ 1.

Law Clerks

Justice Nehring says that although he will miss many things about 

the supreme court, he will probably most miss the interaction he has 

with his law clerks. His clerks will remember him in kind. As one 

former clerk said, “My clerkship was the start of my true legal 

education and one of the more memorable years of my life.” 

In Justice Nehring’s chambers, all law clerks participated in 

preparing for oral argument. He required his law clerks to read 

all the briefs for the monthly calendar and then he held a 

meeting to discuss the cases the Friday before oral argument. 

Justice Nehring would provide pastries; law clerks would 

provide a forum for fleshing out ideas. All viewpoints were 

welcome, although sometimes the conversation would end with, 
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“Well, Justice [law clerk’s last name], when you have a vote on 

this court, you’re free to write that opinion.” 

Wit 

Many lawyers know Justice Nehring as the writer behind the 

Justice Tongue articles that appeared in the Salt Lake County 

Bar & Bench Bulletin. He stopped writing those articles when 

he became a supreme court justice, but his way with words did 

not disappear. He has earned a reputation for searing zingers in 

both his opinions and in comments from the bench. Here are 

some of his clerks’ favorites:

Under the majority’s interpretation of ‘minor child,’ 

woe to the pregnant woman who abandons her 

husband and thereby must surrender her fetus and, 

presumably, adjacent anatomical structures to the 

custody of her husband.

Carranza v. United States, 2011 UT 80, ¶ 43, 267 P.3d 912 

(Nehring, J., dissenting).

While it would not be appropriate to place great 

reliance on the New York Times’ usage of ‘minor 

child’ or ‘minor children,’ given the press’s influence 

on dictionary definitions, it merits noting that since 

1851, the term ‘minor child’ has appeared in the 

pages of the Times 2,886 times without ever 

referring to a fetus.

Id. ¶ 35 (Nehring, J., dissenting).

The troopers were after drugs. They had received 

word that the bounty of the California marijuana 

harvest was coming this way and decided to do 

something about it. During the interdiction 

exercise, 95–99 percent of all the cars stopped, 

and all twenty-three of the cars stopped by the 

trooper in question, were from out of state. 

Whatever else might be said about the troopers’ 

motives, it is safe to say they were not responding 

to an epidemic of motorists crossing the fog line.

State v. Chettero, 2013 UT 9, ¶ 33, 297 P.3d 582 (Nehring, J., 

concurring and dissenting in part) (citation omitted).
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False light invasion of privacy entered English common 

law by an aggrieved Lord Byron. Protective of his 

reputation as a poet – his reputation for his 

nonpoetic behavior was controversial and, to many, 

beyond redemption – Byron successfully appealed 

to the British courts to stay publication of a 

“spurious and inferior poem attributed to him.”

Jensen v. Sawyers, 2005 UT 81, ¶ 45, 130 P.3d 325 (citation omitted). 

While the statute bans women from dancing in public, 

it does not forbid men to impersonate women in 

dances, promenades, or other exhibitions. I make 

no claim to any historical knowledge about drag 

entertainment in Utah at the time of statehood. If it 

existed, it is safe to assume it was not encouraged. 

Whether entertainers in drag performed in Utah is 

not the point. It is rather that by criminalizing 

female dancing the legislature may not have intended 

to target content, but had in mind the preservation 

of the nineteenth century’s gender-based morality. 

American Bush v. City of S. Salt Lake, 2006 UT 40, ¶ 188, 140 

P.3d 1235 (Nehring, J., dissenting). 

Wisdom

Consistent with his own experience, Justice Nehring advises 

young practitioners to model their work after someone they 

trust and admire. He also advises practitioners to give themselves 

a philosophical check when presented with a new case: “Stop 

and ask yourself, ‘What is really going on here?’” He says 

attorneys often attempt to solve only the superficial problem but 

will find that scratching below the surface may yield a deeper 

problem with a deeper, possibly even profound, answer. 

He also advises managing the stresses of life and the law with humor. 

He says we should all laugh, hard, more often, and that laughter 

will make the intolerable seem bearable. He also says that 

lawyers should not take themselves too seriously: “[W]hatever 

it is, it isn’t as much about you as you think.”

   •  The nation’s largest direct writer of 
       lawyers’ malpractice insurance
   •  Endorsed by more State Bars 
      than any other carrier
   •  Most competitive pricing for the 
      broadest coverage
   •  Financial strength
   •  Founded by lawyers, for lawyers

ALPS UTAH

PROUD PARTNER OF THE UTAH LEGAL COMMUNITY

(800) 367-2577   |   www.alpsnet.com

A
M BEST

 

   

A- Excellent

Financial Strength Rating

Articles          Justice Ronald E. Nehring

http://www.alpsnet.com

