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“Several people said this was one of 
the longest-running Ponzi schemes they 
had ever seen,” Mays said. “Usually they 
crumble much earlier. And I think that 
if Jerry Jones hadn’t done what he did, it 
might still be going on.”

With total claims of $84.1 million, 
Howell’s classic Ponzi dwarfed that of 
Kevin Lewis, the former Little Rock law-
yer who pleaded guilty last year to cheat-
ing banks out of more than $40 million 
in an irregular Ponzi that used loans 
secured by phony improvement district 
bonds to pay interest on earlier phony 
bonds and loans.

“Sir” Allen Stanford’s $7 billion Ponzi 
involving bogus Antiguan bank CDs is 
believed to have cost Arkansas inves-
tors about $54 million, according to state 
securities regulators.

The Litigation
Howell’s family trust — ultimately, his 

two sons — was the beneficiary of a $19.5 
million life insurance policy, but carrier 
Reassure Insurance Co. refused to pay, 
claiming Howell lied on his application. 
The trust sued but settled for $6.5 mil-
lion in February 2005, giving Howell’s 
victims assets to pursue.

Rather than fight the Howell trust 
separately, in 2006 the estate and many 
of the larger victims entered a pact to 
pursue insurance proceeds together and 

to allow the estate to prorate any recov-
ered funds to all claimants based on the 
size of their approved claims.

“I have to give the greatest credit in 
this thing to [victim] Robert Vogel’s law-
yer, John Calhoun,” Mays said last week. 
“He figured out the dynamics of every-
thing that could possibly happen and 
how it might happen. Plus, he had a 
much better memory than the rest of us. 
He’s very quiet, very methodical and very 
bright. 

“He approached us and said, ‘It’s 
crazy for us to fight each other. Let’s get 
together and all of us go after the trust 
money.’ He presented it in such a way 
that made such sense.”

Calhoun declined comment.
The claimants and the estate together 

pursued several legal avenues for getting 
at the life insurance money. It took until 
January of this year for a settlement to 
be approved by the probate court: The 
Howell family trust would pay $2.79 mil-

lion to the estate for distribution and an 
additional $85,000 to Richard T. Smith 
of Hot Springs, whose $18.5 million 
claim against the estate had been reject-
ed. (Smith, who had cosigned many of 
Howell’s promissory notes, pleaded 
guilty in 2009 to filing a false tax return 
for the year 2000 and was sentenced to 
two years of probation.) 

The settlement took 72 percent of the 
life insurance proceeds that the Howell 
family trust had left after legal expenses, 
according to the March 13 probate court 
order approving attorneys’ fees in the 
case. More than $340,000 was paid out 
to the attorneys, including Calhoun, 
who represented the claimants in the 
pact.

“The lawyers would still get paid off 
the top, which was more than fair,” Mays 
said. “They were going to do all the work 
so that the estate didn’t have to, but the 
money would have to come through the 
estate.” That way, she said, approved 

victims who couldn’t afford to pay for a 
legal fight still shared in the recovered 
funds.

In the End
On May 31, the distribution formu-

la for $1,999,820 from the estate was 
approved by Judge McGowan, and Robin 
Mays wrote out the 59 checks by hand. 

For her work over the past 10 years, 
Mays has been paid $100 or $150 an hour, 
depending on whether she was acting 
strictly as administrator or also assisting 
in legal research. 

“I have learned a bunch,” Mays said. 
“It came from all sides that you were not 
expecting. I think a lot of lawyers got 
hit from a lot of angles that they weren’t 
expecting.”

During that time, she also formed 
some opinions about M. David Howell 
Jr., a man she never met in life, and she is 
surprisingly generous.

“There’s nobody else in the schmear 
that believes this: I just can’t believe he 
started off to do it, mainly because these 
were his friends and his really close busi-
ness partners.

“Now, there are facts that dispute this, 
but I just can’t believe anyone would do 
this [deliberately]. I think he just couldn’t 
tell them no and got way in over his head 
and couldn’t find his way out.”

“There are certainly arguments on 
both sides. I guess I just don’t think any-
one is that rotten.” n

Howell Probate Attorney’s Fees

Attorney or Law Firm Fees Work Period
John C. Calhoun, North Little Rock $115,949  July 18, 2006-March 13, 2012
Tom Thrash, Little Rock $115,454  Feb. 28, 2009-March 13, 2012
Nate Coulter, Little Rock $79,238  March 3, 2009-March 13, 2012
Rieves Rubens & Mayton, Little Rock $29,624  July 9, 2006-Nov. 5, 2008

Source: Pulaski County Probate Court
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