
KENT NOBLE Helping Clients Define the Future

by Josh Weinhold

PEORIA—When Kent A. Noble landed his
first job in 1968 at Swain, Johnson & Gard in
Peoria, he tucked away a piece of the firm’s
letterhead, proud that it listed his name near the
bottom, below the other veteran attorneys.
But when he became a name partner and a

principal in 1996 at the same firm—now called
Johnson, Bunce and Noble P.C.—that piece
of paper helped him realize how much things
had changed in nearly three decades. 
“I was just a little bit intrigued and pleased

that I had finally made it with an established law
firm and then—boom—here’s my name on this
piece of paper,” Noble says. “It intrigued me a
little bit more than it did later, when I flip-flopped
up to the top.”
Though Noble says he knew very little about

Peoria when he first moved there, his new city
and firm soon felt like home. It quickly became
a place he felt comfortable, both professionally
as an estate-planning attorney and personally
as an active leader in the community.
“There are some firms that thrive where

people don’t always get along. That has not
been the case here,” Noble says. “It’s a
wonderful place to work. I work with quality
people, and it’s been that way since I started.”

Starting In an Unfamiliar Place
Noble, 69, was born in Wichita, Kan., but

grew up on the North Side of Chicago, near
Evanston. His mother took care of the house
while his father worked in sales for a company
that manufactured and distributed coffee
brewing equipment.
After high school, he enrolled at the University

of Illinois as a business and management
student, but he had developed an interest in law
by his junior year. He knew he wanted some
type of advanced degree and law school
seemed like the “best fit,” he says.
He stayed in Champaign for his legal

education, and soon married Bonnie. Once their
first child arrived, Noble says, he realized he
needed to get out of school as quickly as
possible to start earning a paycheck. Noble
finished his program in two and a half years—
an undertaking that now sends shivers up his
spine when he reflects on it.
“In retrospect, that about killed me,” he says.

“That’s something that looks good in the

rearview mirror. At the time, it was pretty hectic.”
With school behind him, Noble knew he

didn’t want a professional career filled with long
commutes to and from work, so he looked for
jobs in Illinois cities not named Chicago. He
received an offer to come to Peoria—one he
readily accepted, but remained apprehensive
about. As Noble and his wife arrived in the city,
they knew no one other than his new employers.
They found an apartment and offered to
manage the complex in order to reduce their
rent and help make ends meet.
At work, Noble soon began assisting Arber

Johnson, one of the firm’s founders, whose
practice focused almost entirely on estate
planning. Though Noble says he didn’t know
what type of law he wanted to practice initially,
he discovered while working under Johnson
that he had both an interest and a talent for
estate matters.
Much of what he found appealing, he says,

stemmed from the typically pleasant interactions
he has with clients. Bankruptcies, auto accidents,
and divorces all send people to attorneys
during the most stressful of times, Noble says,
but that’s not the case in estate planning.

“They’re coming in because they want to
come in,” he says. “You really feel like you’re
assisting somebody, and not only getting their
desires accomplished, but doing it by either
eliminating or minimizing any death tax
possibilities.”

A Friendly Expert
After 45 years of helping people prepare for

the future, Noble’s colleagues say he knows
what he’s doing.
“You ask him a question, and he rarely has to

look up the answer in the statutes—he knows it
off the top of his head,” says James P. Johnson,
a principal at Johnson, Bunce and Noble.
Johnson’s brother, Frederick A. Johnson, also a
principal at the firm, went to law school with
Noble. Though they didn’t know each other well
there, they wound up working together after
graduation. He says it’s not difficult to see how
much Noble enjoys his work—and how much
his clients enjoy the work he does for them.
“He probably gets more clients from

recommendations from other clients than most
attorneys do,” Frederick Johnson says. “They like
him and he’s friendly and he does good work.”



Noble even tried to step away from the
practice of law once, the Johnsons say, but he
just couldn’t stand to leave it. In 2011, Noble
informed them that he planned to retire, but by
December he had met with them and asked if
he could stay on.
“He hasn’t said he’s retiring this year,”

Frederick Johnson says, “so we assume he’s
sticking around.”
Noble estimates that he now spends 50 to 60

percent of his time on estate planning work,
which involves conducting initial interviews with
clients, preparing drafts of documents, then
meeting again to execute a plan. The rest of the
time, he handles estate matters for clients that
have passed away.
While some small aspects of the job, like

federal estate tax exemption rates, have changed
over the years, Noble says the work remains
much the same as when he dove into the field
four decades ago. And the goal he has for
clients remains unchanged, as well. Noble says
he simply strives to find out what a client wants
to see happen to their estate in the event of
their death, then crafts documents to make
those desires become reality in the most cost-
efficient way possible.
“It’s nothing magical,” he says. “It’s just

listening to them and what they want to get
done, then helping them achieve that.”
Noble points to one case he handled in the

late 1970s as evidence of the importance of
working with an estate planning attorney. A
local woman hoped to avoid legal expenses by
drafting a basic “homemade” will, which left
everything to her younger sister. The only
problem? It included no provision for the
possibility that her sister might precede her in
death, which she did. So Noble had to track
down all the legal heirs of the woman and
distribute the estate, which ended up going to
a collection of 130 different relatives, down to
great-nieces and great-nephews.
“That could have all been avoided with a

competently prepared will,” Noble says.
Estate planning work remains compelling to

him because of the interesting individuals with
whom it brings him into contact. Each person
presents a unique set of circumstances to
consider in developing an estate plan, which
creates great variety in his work.
“Every day is different,” Noble says. “It’s not

like I’m just working on the same file or the same
similar file over and over. You get personalities
involved, and it just becomes something I
consider a fun and enjoyable line of work.”

Keeping In Touch
More than anything, Noble say, a key to

being an effective estate planning attorney lies
in maintaining close contact with clients. That

means returning phone calls the same day a
message is left, preventing anyone from telling
horror stories about a week and a half passing
before they hear back from their lawyer.
“That’s very frustrating for clients,” he says.

“I’ve always tried to be prompt and cordial and
just be myself.”
Noble’s love of working with others extends

into his personal life. He is extremely active in
various organizations throughout Peoria. Noble
served as president of six different local groups
throughout his career, including stints leading
the Peoria County Bar Association, the Rotary
Club of Peoria, and an area country club.
Drew Parker, a partner at Parker & Parker in

Peoria, who first met Noble 37 years ago, says
he’s an “impeccable” attorney who is one of the

“deans of estate planning” in their city. As a trial
attorney, Parker says he knows Noble more for
the leadership he provides to local organizations. 
“He’s one of those people in the bar who

everybody likes,” Parker says. “He’s very
personable and outgoing and very, very active
in the community and civic affairs.”
Noble also became closely connected to area

legal aid organizations after a partner at his firm
encouraged him get involved with those efforts
in the early 1970s. His work with a Peoria legal
aid group led to him working to incorporate
Prairie State Legal Services, which began as a
small operation, but now maintains 12 offices
that serve 36 Illinois counties. The organization,

which works to provide free legal assistance to
struggling individuals, elected Noble its first
president. Noble says he always found it
extremely important to expand low-cost legal
help to those in the community who need it.
“I viewed it as a sort of community service,”

he says. “I viewed it as an opportunity to do
something particularly beneficial, because 
you were helping people gain help through 
my vocation.”
Noble and his wife, who now works as

director of the Peoria Park District, enjoy
traveling and spending time with their three
daughters and five grandsons. 
Daughter Kristen married Darin M. LaHood, a

Peoria attorney who now is a state senator. He
is also the son of Ray LaHood, the current U.S.

Secretary of Transportation. Noble says he and
his wife have grown close with the LaHoods
over the years, a friendship that resulted in
Noble recently getting a chance to meet
President Barack Obama in the Oval Office at
the White House.
“Regardless of your politics,” he says, “that’s

a profoundly memorable experience.”
Even though he tried to step away from the

law once, and even though he sometimes
forgets his name now hangs above the door to
his professional home, Noble says he still loves
every day he spends at the office.
“Enjoying what you do makes a big

difference,” he says. �

The Nobles visit the Oval Office with in-laws the LaHoods. Back row, from left: Noble; son-in-law Illinois State Senator
Darin LaHood; United States Secretary of Transportation Ray LaHood; daughter Kristin LaHood; Kathy LaHood; wife Bonnie
Noble; and President Barack Obama. Front row, from left: grandsons Lucas and McKay LaHood.
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