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4 I Yrial Lawyer: Larry, it would be hard

to believe that there are Oregonians
who don't know the background of this
case, but in case there are, give us a brief
recap.

Baron: Anne Kirkwood’s case arose from
terrible injuries she received on August
14, 1994, when, through no fault of her
own, her vehicle collided with a 1976
General Motors pickup truck with side-
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saddle gas tanks. The pickup truck had
crossed the center line of a two-way high-
way in Central Oregon, directly in front
of Mrs. Kirkwood’s vehicle. There was a
t-bone collision, in which the truck’s right
sidesaddle tank ruptured, spewing gaso-
line directly into Mrs. Kirkwood’s ve-
hicle, and erupting into a giant fireball.
Mrs. Kirkwood was burned over 30% of
her body; her granddaughter in the right
front passenger seat burned to death, and
her grandson suffered burns in the back
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seat. [t was only because of the heroism
of two farm workers that Mrs. Kirkwood
was pulled from the car alive. As a result
of her injuries, Mrs. Kirkwood was hos-
pitalized in a burn unit for five months.
She ultimately underwent 23 surgeries,
with others projected for the future. She
lost sight in her left eye and her right leg
was amputated due to burns. In the 850
days prior to the scheduled trial dare, she
was under active treatment for 425 days.

Her medical bills

totaled over
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n July 22, 1997, Trial Lawyers for Public Justice announced that Oregon’s own Larry Baron was
the 1997 recipient of the annual Trial Lawyer of the Year Award, a nationally prestigious award
bestowed annually upon the trial lawyer or lawyers who have made the greatest contribution to the

public interest by trying or settling a precedent-setting case. In its announcement of Baron’s nomi-

nation, TLP] stated:

]

“Lawrence Baron took on a_case that virtually no one else would have pursued, persuaded the Oregon State

Legislature to change the law so it could be brought, and then fought off over 150 motions by the defendant to
win justice for his client in Kirkwood v. General Motors. Plaintiff Anne Kirkwood was horribly burned and

disfigured when, through no fault of her own, her car collided with a 1976 General Motors (GM) pickup truck
with sidesaddle gas tanks. Her granddaughter burned to death, and her grandson suffered serious burns in the
crash. But Oregon’s statute of repose — which banned any lawsuit against a manufacturer whose product was
more than eight years old — simply precluded any suit. Baron took the case anyway and launched an effort to
have the law changed — even though the Oregon state legislature was in the midst of passing tort reform mea-
sures. GM hired eight lobbyists to fight the effort, but Baron hired a lobbyist, effectively tried the case to the legis-
lature, and prevailed. He then engaged in a knockdown, drag-out litigation battle with GM. Finally, on the eve
of trial, GM agreed to settle the case on terms that are confidential (but that plainly make sure that all of M.
Kirlewood's needs have been cared for). Baron’s legislative and legal victories pave the way for other suits based on
injuries sustained from exploding sidesaddle gas tanks and also prompted the introduction of a bill to revise
Oregon’s statute of repose into a statute of useful life.”
The following is an interview of Larry Baron by OTLA Executive Director Chuck Tauman, conducted after
Barons nomination for TLPJ Trial Lawyer of the Year, but before the announcement of his selection for the

award,

$700,000.00, and it was projected that
an additional $2.1 million dollars was
needed for future medical costs.

Trial Lawyer: One of the unique aspects
of this case was the pre-litigation legisla-
tive battle to change Oregon’s unfair ul-
timate repose statute. Fill us in on how
that happened.

Baron: Mrs. Kirkwood's case literally rose
from the ashes. At the time, Oregon had

in place a statute of repose, barring any
action against a manufacturer whose
product was more than eight years old at
the time of injury. In this case, the Gen-
eral Motors truck was 18 years old; as a
matter of legal fiction, any legal action
Mrs. Kirkwood had against General
Motors was extinguished 10 years before
she was burned. In general, the public
was largely unaware of Oregon’s statute
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When Mrs. Kirkwood’s son visited

me, | had to give him the unhappy news
about the statute of repose. However, it
occurred to me thart it might be worth-
while approaching the legislature for an
exception to the statute as three other
exceptions had been created for asbestos,
breast implants, and IUD victims. It cer-
tainly made no sense that this product
should receive the benefit of such a star-
ute, as it was not the sort that became
defective over time; it was defective from
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