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When James Thompson tossed his name into the Illinois race for governor in 1975, the rookie Republican had 
little political savvy. “I announced my candidacy at a hotel in front of zebra-print wallpaper,” says Thompson, now senior chair-
man at Winston & Strawn. “It’s the weirdest photo you’ve ever seen.” But it didn’t take long for Thompson to get the hang of 
things. He won the 1976 election with the largest margin of victory in state history: 1,390,137 votes. Thompson clinched the 
next three elections and became Illinois’s longest-serving governor. 

In his early years, Thompson worked at the state prosecutor’s office in Cook County, Illinois, and the state attorney general’s 
office, before being appointed U.S. attorney for the Northern District of Illinois in 1971.  

As a federal prosecutor, Thompson made a name for himself cracking down on corruption that had long plagued Illinois. 
Most notably, he prosecuted and convicted former governor Otto Kerner, Jr., and several former aides of then–Chicago mayor 
Richard J. Daley on white-collar crime charges. 

Thompson says discord among Democrats and a lifelong interest in politics prompted him to run for governor. “I saw it as it 
as an opportunity to turn the state around,” he says.

Ilana Rovner, a judge on the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Seventh Circuit who worked with Thompson in the U.S. attor-
ney’s office and served as Illinois’s first female deputy governor under Thompson, says “he tried to clean up Chicago politics 
and hire people on merit alone.” She also credits Thompson with giving women prominent positions in his administration. “We 
weren’t just window dressing,” she says. 

Thompson served as Illinois’s governor for 14 years (his first term was just two years). He declined to run for reelection in 
1991 because he wanted one more career in the private sector. 

Thompson says that of the ten law firms he considered, Winston & Strawn offered him the fastest route to firm leadership. 
He was named chairman and CEO of the Chicago-based firm in 1993, two years after joining. Since then, he’s represented for-
mer Illinois governor George Ryan and Oprah Winfrey and played an integral role in the firm’s global growth. He continues to 
take on appellate and government relationship matters for the firm, and says he plans to “work until I die.”

In 2002 House speaker Dennis Hastert appointed Thompson to the 9/11 Commission, which prepared an account of the 
circumstances surrounding the terrorist attacks. “Working with the committee was the most extraordinary experience of my 
life,” he says. 

In his career, Thompson, now 74, fell short of one goal: He’s always wanted to be president. In the 1980s he was mentioned 
as a possible candidate, but “being governor of Illinois and chairman of an international firm is good enough,” he says now. Few 
people would disagree.� —Claire Zillman
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