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Biography celebrates life of North Dakota’s
longest serving Supreme Court Chief Justice

‘Call Me Jerry’ chronicles Jerry VandeWalle’s remarkable

BY MICHAEL STANDAERT
NORTH DAKOTA NEWS
COOPERATIVE

Kind. Dedicated. Humble.
Non-partisan. Committed to
service.

Talk with anyone who’s
known former North Dakota
Supreme Court Chief Justice
Jerry VandeWalle and those
words will usually come out.

Most importantly, they
also often point out how
VandeWalle’s character and
remarkable 65-year career
in state government, with
45 of those on the Supreme
Court bench and over half as
“the Chief,” can be an exam-
ple to all public servants in
the state going forward.

He set that high of a bar.

Besides his long ser-
vice within North Dakota,
VandeWalle also became
well respected nationally,
with those character traits
driving him to leadership
roles in organizations like
the American Bar Associa-
tion and the Conference of
Chief Justices.

Those interested in learn-
ing more about VandeWalle
will be able to do so when a
biography of his life, “Call
me Jerry,” is officially re-
leased on Feb. 2, at a 4:30
p-m. launch event at the
North Dakota Heritage Cen-
ter in Bismarck.

Both VandeWalle and au-
thor Cecile Wehrman will
be present at the free public
book release and give re-
marks at the event and re-
ception afterwards.

The biography chronicles
his life from his start as a
son of Belgian immigrants
in Noonan, North Dakota
in the state’s northwest
through his formative years
studying at the University of
North Dakota.

Midway through, the book
delves into a detailed ac-

life of service

count of his decades of ser-
vice in Bismarck in the at-
torney general’s office and
then at the Supreme Court,
as well as examining his last-
ing legacy in the final chap-
ters.

“I'll be interested in hear-
ing what people think about
it,” VandeWalle said during
an interview at his home
about the book. “I wanted
to come across as just plain
Jerry. I didn’t try to gain any
acclaim, necessarily. And yet
it came.”

Acclaim did come from his
long career.

Besides the many state
and national law awards de-
tailed in the book, Vande-
Walle was also awarded
North Dakota’s Rough Rider
award in 2015, and his por-
trait stands in the Theodore
Roosevelt Rough Rider Hall
of Fame at the State Capitol
in Bismarck

The book was commis-
sioned by the Trustees of
the John & Elaine Andrist
Charitable Trust in 2020,
and initially taken on by Pu-
litzer Prize winning former
Grand Forks Herald Pub-
lisher Mike Jacobs.

As part of the process, Ja-
cobs conducted six hours of
interviews with VandeWalle,
as well as video-taped inter-
views with five attorneys
general, two governors, and
dozens of legislators, friends
and family of VandeWalle.

Wehrman took on the
project in November 2024,
conducting further inter-
views and writing the final
manuscript.

Wehrman said VandeWal-
le faced some initial difficul-
ties when he first got to the
Supreme Court, which are
laid out in the book. One of
those was how his position
impacted his perception in
the eyes of others.

“Personally, he’s such a
social person, and almost
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immediately, when he went
to the court, he noticed how
people reacted to him differ-
ently and weren’t calling him
or speaking candidly with
him, and that was a huge
adjustment for him,” Weh-
rman said. “At one point, he
asked himself, gosh have I
made the biggest mistake in
my life?”

VandeWalle’s years on
the court saw him oversee a
restructuring of the state’s
judicial system, how school
funding is distributed, re-
forms in family law media-
tion for better outcomes in
custody cases, as well as saw
him issue ground-breaking
opinions on cases of same
sex custody arrangements
and the taxation of out-of-
state companies.

The book also details early
life lessons growing up on
a dairy farm and how his
experience being raised in
a devout Flemish Catholic
family in a sea of Norwegian
Lutherans shaped his char-
acter, as well as how his par-
ents and other members of
his community were pillars
of that formation.

Most impactful through-
out his life was the influ-
ence of his mother Blanche,
who VandeWalle cared for
from the early 1970s until
her death at the age of 102
in 2006, with much of that
time as her caregiver in Bis-
marck. His father, a WWI
hero, was also extremely in-
fluential to him, he said.

“He was devoted to her,”
Wehrman said of his dedica-
tion to his mother. “He did
so much for her and I tried
to make that clear in the
book. Without being able
to interview her or review
writings of hers, I wish there
were more about her in the
book, because it was all sec-
ondhand. She lived with him
for 35 years. That’s longer
than many marriages.”

Levi Andrist, who served
as a law clerk for VandeWal-
le in 2010-11 and who spear-
headed the commissioning
of the biography, said one of
the most compelling things
for him about VandeWalle
was his fidelity to public ser-
vice.

“He never married, he
took care of his mom, and he
literally dedicated his whole
life to the state and the coun-
try,” Andrist said.

“I'think kind of setting that
as like an almost unattain-
able goal, or benchmark, in
2026 and beyond is perhaps
a little overwhelming for
those thinking about public
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