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“There are many more federal 
prosecutors now and many more 
cases involving drugs, fraud and 
national security,” he said. “You 
don’t hear a lot about terrorist 
cases being tried. But I can 
assure you that the FBI is very 
busy watching what is going on 
with the Internet and listening 
to conversations throughout the 
country and all over the world.”

Even with his busy schedule, 
Turner finds time to enjoy 
another one of his passions— 
his ranch and his exotic animals.

“I once raised Longhorns, 
and I also had a vineyard and 
winery,” he said. “I enjoyed all 
of that. But it was very time 
consuming, and when the kids 
came along I just didn’t have the 
time for it.

“My wife grew up on a ranch 
in Central Texas and her father 
raised exotic animals,” he said. 
“So that’s what I moved on to.”

The Turner ranch, just 
outside of Austin, is home to 
buffalo, camels, scimitar, zebras, 
and wildebeests, among other 
animals. Turner goes to seminars 
where he learns how to care for 
the animals, and he’s even had 
to bottle feed some of them, as 
well as doctor the injuries they’ve 
received from predators.

“A lot of love goes into it,”  
he said. 

Whether it’s his family, his 
animals, or his job, Turner 
readily admits that his life is 
driven by passion and hard work.  

“Whatever you choose in life, 
you’ve got to be passionate about 
it,” he said. “I plan to work until I 
can’t work anymore. Why would 
I retire from a job that I enjoy 
so much? I get to have fun and I 
get paid lots of money for doing 
what I love to do. How many 
people can say that?” ✯
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Willie Nelson, Matthew 
McConaughey, Billy Joe 
Shaver … these are well-

known names in the entertainment 
industry, particularly to those from Texas. 
And other than being Texans themselves, 
they have something else in common—
when they need an attorney in the Lone 
Star State, they call Austin defense lawyer 
Joe Turner, who is a Sam Houston State 
University graduate.

Turner grew up in a military family 
and was 13 years old when his dad was 
transferred to Austin. Even at an early age, 
he knew what he wanted to do in life.

“I wanted to be a criminal defense 
attorney,” he said. “I used to skip classes in 
high school to go watch trials at the Travis 
County Courthouse.”

After graduating from Reagan High 
School, Turner enrolled at the University of 
Texas at Austin, majoring in government 
and focusing on being a criminal lawyer.

“I didn’t know anything about 
criminology, but one night I was watching 
the Dick Cavett show on TV and one of 
his guests was a criminologist,” he said. “I 
liked UT, but it didn’t have a criminology 
department. I started looking around 
and found out that the best criminology 
program was located not far away 
in Huntsville, at Sam Houston State 
University.”

It was a good move for Turner, who 
fell in love with the school’s beautiful 
campus, the town and the piney woods 
of East Texas. He also fell in love with the 
criminology program.

“I was very interested in what I was 
studying, so it was easy to work hard,” he 
said. “It may sound crazy, but I was excited 
every day about my course work and going 
to class. I loved my fellow students and my 
professors.”

He particularly remembers his 
professors Don Wiesenhorn, Jerry 
Dowling and Erwin Ernst, a renowned 
prosecutor from Houston.  

Turner’s first job at SHSU was working 
at the Lowman Student Center as a 
projectionist and operating the recreation 

room. His favorite building was Old Main, 
which housed his debate team. He took 20 
hours a semester to speed up his journey 
through college. He graduated summa cum 
laude in 1975 with a bachelor’s degree in 
criminal justice.  

“I was excited about practicing criminal 
law, and I wanted to get there as soon as 
possible,” he said. “Also, I was paying my 
own way through college, driving a beat up 
old Volkswagen and being very frugal. 

“In other words, I was poor and I didn’t 
like being poor,” he said with a laugh.

One of his jobs while attending SHSU 
was working as a corrections officer at the 
Ferguson Unit.

“It was an eye-opening experience 
for me, and it has helped me both as a 
prosecutor and a defense lawyer,” he said. 
“Working at the prison gave me a unique 
view. I talked to the inmates, and I learned 
an awful lot just by asking.”

When Turner graduated from SHSU, he 
moved back to Austin and was admitted to 
the University of Texas School of Law. 

“When I was in law school, I came back 
to Huntsville briefly to work in the prison 
as a staff counsel for inmates,” he said.  
“During that time, I took some graduate 
classes in corrections from Dr. George Beto, 
which transferred back to UT as credit for 
law school. Dr. Beto is a legend and it was 
wonderful to listen to and learn from him.”

After graduating from law school at 
the age of 22, Turner went to work for 
the Travis County Attorney’s Office, 
prosecuting misdemeanor cases.

“Even though my career goal was to be 
a criminal defense attorney, I started out 
as a prosecutor because you can try more 
cases that way,” he said. “I wanted to get 

the experience of being a trial lawyer. “
He was hired to work for the district 

attorney’s office and then went to work as a 
federal prosecutor.

“I did the whole gamut from traffic 
tickets to federal conspiracies,” he said.  
“I volunteered to take as many trial 
cases as I could. My first three years as a 
prosecutor, I probably tried 75 jury trials. 
Some lawyers have never tried that many 
cases in all their lives.”

He worked as a prosecutor for five 
years and then opened his own office and 
started trying cases as defense attorney.  
Because of his reputation as a trial lawyer, 
he had clients “right off the bat.” Not only 
did he have people sending him their 
acquaintances as clients, he had other 
defense attorneys sending him their own 
cases that they didn’t want to try.

“Everybody has a story, and a lot of 
what I do is tell my client’s story,” he said.  
“People have a tendency to look at the 
act that took place, and rarely does that 
explain the entire situation. Just because 
it appears that a person is guilty doesn’t 
mean that they always are. And even if they 
are, a good lawyer is there to explain to the 
prosecutor or the jury why that person may 
merit probation or a lesser sentence.

“I do have a feel for my clients, and I get 
to know them really well,” Turner said. “If 
I have a natural talent, it’s being able to size 
people up. That is absolutely necessary if 
you’re going to practice criminal law.”

Turner doesn’t shy away from the 
challenges of taking on difficult cases such 
as those involving murder, but he will 
draw the line. The father of four says he’s 
not likely to defend a child molester.

“A lot of my decision on whether or 
not to take a case depends on if I like the 
person,” he said. “Criminal law is ‘people 
law’ and you have to understand human 
nature. You have to be able to sell your 
client to 12 strangers and make them like 
your client.  If you don’t like your client, 
you’re not going to convince others to like 
them either.”

Today, Turner spends a lot of his time 
on federal cases.  

“I wanted to be a criminal 
defense attorney,” he said.  
“I used to skip classes in  
high school to go watch  
trials at the Travis  
County Courthouse.”
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