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Local attorney reveals his versatility
By BRIE IATAROLA, The Daily Transcript
Friday, December 16, 2005

When Thomas J. Warwick Jr. reflects on his career as one of
San Diego County's leading criminal defense lawyers, a particular emotion weaves its way through the conversation:
reserved passion.

Thomas J. Warwick Jr. Photo: Jessica Gdowski/The Daily Transcript

After practicing law alongside law partner Bob Grimes for nearly 31 years, the assiduous 59-year-old -- who earned his
undergraduate degree in accounting from Boston College, ventured to the West Coast in 1969, secured a law degree from
the University of San Diego three years later and eventually opened the firm Grimes & Warwick -- has no doubts that
despite all the intellectual conundrums he has faced in the courtroom, he still loves his job and "can't wait to get to work in
the morning.

"In my wildest dreams I could've never imagined I would have had such a fully enjoyable legal experience that I've had,"
the New Jersey native said recently. "I have never felt that I wanted to stop what I was doing. ... Many times I've handled
heart-wrenching cases ... (but) there's a good sense of merit and necessity in what I do, and I have to participate in that."

Warwick, whose dialogue flows more like intelligent prose than lawyer jargon, spouts this affirmation shortly after he admits
that becoming a criminal defense attorney happened "purely by accident."

In the 1970s, before San Diego had established an official Public Defender's Office and when Warwick had extra time on
his hands, he took the advice of a friend and sought out court-appointed work. Back then, a judge doled out cases to
attorneys who had put their name on a list.

"I found (the work) to be very enjoyable, exciting, fast-paced," Warwick says.
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"And very satisfying in that you begin, litigate and get results in a fairly short period of time."

Once Warwick began delving into the world of criminal defense, he was hooked. As he gained experience and built a solid
reputation for himself, the law community took notice, particularly in the early 1980s when he helped defend notorious
Ponzi schemer J. David "Jerry" Dominelli, who had been charged with scamming $80 million from nearly 1,000 investors.
(Dominelli was handed a 20-year prison sentence and reportedly served at least 10 years.)

The case, however, was just a stepping-stone for Warwick's ascent to prominence. Among some of his more high-profile
cases, one of which concerned four San Diego Superior Court judges, the Consumer Attorneys of San Diego Trial Lawyers
Association named him Outstanding Advocate after he defended 23-year-old Michael Savala. According to Warwick's
"Recent Trials" document, Savala "was accused of murdering two bouncers at a bar called 'The Bonita Store' on Cinco de
Mayo weekend in 2001."

Though the man was convicted of two counts of voluntary manslaughter, Warwick managed to get the prosecution's
proposed sentence of 36 years in state prison reduced to 13 years and four months. He implies that feats like these, which
some outsiders may consider insignificant because the verdict is still guilty, mean much more to criminal defense attorneys
whose intention is to help their clients escape the death penalty or life in prison.

In addition to successfully representing individuals accused of child abuse, murder, vehicular homicide, rape,
misdemeanors and federal white-collar crimes, Warwick was determined to live up to his "PIC" standards -- "professional,
integrity and civility" -- and give back to the community.

"Innumerable attorneys help me and guide me," he says, citing as a few of his professional inspirations Procopio, Cory,
Hargreaves & Savitch LLP attorney George Damoose, who gave Warwick his first job, San Diego Superior Court Judge
Fred Link, retired federal Judge Lawrence Irving and "obviously Bob Grimes." "I have tried my best. What makes this city
unique is that San Diego's legal community gives more back than any other city I've worked in. I 'pick' to be a San Diego
lawyer."

Warwick also chose to exhibit his leadership skills by becoming involved with organizations like the San Diego County Bar
Association, of which he served as president in 2004, executing the role as president of the San Diego Trial Lawyers
Association (now referred to as the Consumer Attorneys of San Diego Trial Lawyers Association) and completing three-
year terms for the California State Bar Board of Governors from 1997 to 2000 and the Judicial Council of California from
2001 to 2004. These extracurricular duties alone amounted to at least 1,000 hours worth of community service.

"There have been a lot of studies that demonstrate a significant percentage of lawyers -- as high as 80 percent -- are not
happy," Warwick says. "Lawyers get locked into a type of law that is compelled by economics, or loans and lifestyles. My
advice is to find something that provides great satisfaction rather than monetary numeration."

"This old dog learned a few better ways to help his clients and society," he later adds, smiling.

Of the many lessons Warwick has learned about the dynamics of his profession, one takes precedence:

"Always respect your opponent and the court, and always take the high road when evaluating the conduct of either," he
advises. "Take time and look at it from their perspective; they're trying to do the best thing that their role dictates. You have
to look at it from all sides."

Warwick also is willing to provide insight about the themes he believes exist in human nature when it comes to breaking
the law, and he offers his own take on what impels successful public figures to venture down an illegal path into the land of
white-collar crimes.

"People who do wrong generally do it in increments. I think a lot of white-collar criminals start off with something very
innocuous and it builds from there to points that are outrageous," he says, acknowledging that former Rep. Randy "Duke"
Cunningham, who recently pleaded guilty to bribery charges and tax evasion, is a prime example.

"Here is a man who, in every definition, is a hero," he says. "He's done an enormous amount of good, but he's clearly done
an enormous amount of harm. There's a reason. Something mentally happened to him that took away that courage he had
inside, and it's tragic.

"I can't help but look at the good, see the tragedy of what has befallen him and feel sad. Obviously, he'll be punished and
appropriately so by the judicial system."
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When justice does prevail, Warwick notes that sooner or later those who were caught committing crimes must come to
grips with what they've done.

"They lay awake, knowing -- fearing -- the day justice will come knocking at their door," he says. "They always had the key;
they just chose not to use it.

"You cannot change the past," he adds. "People spend untold hours of energy trying to change the past. They have to
move forward and try the best to amend."

As long as Warwick is around, he will continue to stand beside some of the fallen, defending them as best as he can.

Send your comments, thoughts or suggestions to brie.iatarola@sddt.com

Copyright Privacy Policy Acceptable Use Policy

All contents herein copyright San Diego Source ® 1994-2018

mailto:brie.iatarola@sddt.com
http://www.sddt.com/Corporate/copyright.cfm
http://www.sddt.com/Corporate/privacy.cfm
http://www.sddt.com/Corporate/aup.cfm
http://www.sddt.com/Corporate/copyright.cfm

