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I once asked Bob Spire who was his favorite musician. He asked
me, in typical Spire fashion, to clarify the question. "Do you mean
performer or composer?"

"Oh, composer, I suppose," I replied, knowing, because of Bob's
tastes and extensive musical knowledge - classical, jazz, gospel,
Broadway, folk - that his answer would probably be a surprise to me.

Bob thought for less than a second and answered firmly, "Duke
Ellington." Because I was fortunate enough to grow up in a family of
jazz musicians and aficionados, I not only immediately understood
why he might pick the "Duke," but why it was a typical Spire answer.
It was an answer which gives one a window on the soul and intellect of
Bob Spire, a roadmap to understanding how complex and yet down-to-
earth was this truly uncommon "gentle-man."

Edward Kennedy "Duke" Ellington must certainly be considered
one of the greatest individuals in not only the history of jazz, but in
the history of music. A truly American musician, band leader and
composer, Ellington was unlike any musical figure before him or since.
What attracted Bob Spire to Ellington was the vast width and breadth
of his talents: the composer of beloved and recognizable jazz stan-
dards; the first writer and performer of extended jazz compositions;
the organizer of tremendous individual talents into the great Elling-
ton big band; the developer of previously unknown and unthinkable
arrangements and sounds; and someone who could move between
many musical forms with ease and distinction.

Without realizing it, for above all Bob Spire was a humble person,
Bob's admiration of Duke Ellington mirrored our admiration of Bob,
and Ellington's strengths were Bob's strengths. Bob Spire was one of
Nebraska's finest lawyers, a person who was able to move between the
various art forms of the practice of law with ease and distinction. He
was comfortable as a trial lawyer and as a general practitioner; as a
defender of the poor and oppressed and as a defender of the state; as a
critic of government and as a member of that government; as a deeply
religious man and as a man who vigorously fought for the rights of
others to practice no religion; and as a private man and as a most
public man.
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And, of course, it also comes as no surprise to those who knew Bob
that he would embrace a composer of African-American heritage, for
he felt passionate about the injustice served by America upon people
of color, and he, more than any other person, worked to bring ethnic
diversity to the bar and to state government. Bob kept many posters
and photographs on the walls of his office including those of Dr. Mar-
tin Luther King, Cesar Chavez, and others who reflectedAmerica's
greatness and America's diversity.

Bob was to have started as a faculty member this fall at Creighton
Law School. Sadly, our students will never have the pleasure and
privilege of learning from Bob about the ways of the world. They will
never hear him play piano, or quote Yogi Berra, or discuss Scriptures,
or talk about legal ethics. And, they will never have the chance to
hear him talk about Edward Kennedy Ellington, the chance to hear
one great man talk about another great man.

I miss him every day.


