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SAN FRANCISCO — And then there were none: U.S. District Judge D. Lowell Jensen, the last career prosecutor on the Northern District bench, is retiring at the end of October.
Jensen, 86, served as the top local prosecutor in Alameda County for more than a decade and rose to the No. 2 spot at the Justice Department during the Reagan administration prior to his appointment to the federal bench in 1986.As the Alameda County District Attorney from 1969 to 1982, Jensen mentored and trained a generation of prosecutors and private practice lawyers in the Bay Area, including an impressive list of state and federal jurists.
"It makes me feel very proud," Jensen said. "You can look around all the courts in this area and see some of our alumni."
Born in Utah in 1928, Jensen moved with his parents to Alameda County when he was six months old. Except for his time in Washington, D.C., at the Justice Department, Jensen called Northern California home, receiving his undergraduate degree from the University of California, Berkeley in 1949 and his law degree from UC-Berkeley's Boalt Hall School of Law in 1952.
After short stints in the U.S. Army and private practice, Jensen joined the Alameda County D.A.'s office as a deputy district attorney in 1955. Jensen counts then-D.A. J. Frank Coakley as one of his mentors and credits him and Earl Warren for making the office a magnet for talented prosecutors.
But lawyers who worked in the office during Jensen's tenure credit him with implementing ground-breaking training that kept local prosecutors up to date on the latest developments in the law, including a video training service used by prosecutors throughout the state.
"He was a kind of boss that I think every lawyer would want to work for," said First District Court of Appeal Justice Martin Jenkins, whom Jensen hired for the Alameda office in 1979. "He was extremely intelligent, and as ethical as he was intelligent."
The office's list of alumni now on the bench includes U.S. District Senior Judge Saundra Armstrong of the Northern District of California, California Supreme Court justices Ming Chen and Carol Corrigan; First District justices William McGuiness, Sandra Margulies and Henry Needham Jr. and many others."Uniformly, you look at these people and they're good lawyers. They work hard," Jensen says. "The question is 'Have you contributed to the rule of law or not?' And I think we have."
Jensen moved to Washington, D.C., in 1981 to join the Reagan Justice Department as assistant attorney general for the Criminal Division. There he focused on getting federal prosecutors to work jointly with state and local authorities on investigations and prosecutions. After rising to deputy attorney general, second only to Attorney General Edwin Meese, Jensen was appointed to the Northern District bench in 1986.
"Being on the bench is somewhat lonely in a sense," Jensen said. In his other positions, he was busy interacting with other lawyers all day long and the phone was continually ringing. "When you get to be a judge, nobody talks to you. It changes your relationship to people," Jensen said.
The job is not without its upsides, though, "You have to learn on the fly. That's a good part of the job. You are continuously learning because you have to," Jensen said.
Jensen's former Northern District colleague, retired U.S. District Judge Marilyn Hall Patel, says Jensen was the type of judge that colleagues would seek out for advice. "He's very smart, but he has the sort of a wisdom that comes from life and experience," Patel said. "He doesn't have any rough edges. He's scholarly, but he's also very down to earth."
Jensen says in retirement he plans to spend time with his three children—two of whom live in the San Jose area—and four grandchildren. An avid basketball and track-and-field fan, he'll also be found attending Golden State Warriors games and local track meets.
"One of the things about track is you either win or you don't. The competition is totally objective and it's totally dependent on performance," Jensen said.
Local lawyers, headed up by defense lawyer Randy Sue Pollock, are holding a ceremony celebrating Jensen's career in his San Jose courtroom at 11:30 a.m. on Thursday, Oct. 30.
When asked about the lack of someone with his credentials on the Northern District bench—an entire career spent in the shoes of a prosecutor with both local and federal experience—Jensen didn't sound too concerned. "Our system is pretty remarkable in terms of the diversity of people who come onto the bench in the state and federal courts."
To Duane Morris partner George Niespolo, who started his legal career in Jensen's office in 1976, Jensen's departure means much more than the loss of an impressive C.V.
"It's less about 'Oh my God, we don't have a career prosecutor who brings a career perspective to the bench.' It's more, 'Oh my God, we're losing a person like Lowell Jensen who brings this quality and character and intelligence to the bench.' "
Contact the reporter at rtodd@alm.com.
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