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SUMMARY

The North Dakota Supreme Court affirmed enforcement of a stipulated judgment arising from disputes
concerning the estates and land of John P. and Marcella Silbernagel. The court held that the judgment
required John M. and Tom Silbernagel to release their interests in the estates, but did not guarantee
that Stephen and Jane Silbernagel would obtain clear title to all of Marcella’s land or financing secured
solely by that land. The court also upheld an award of interest on the $150,000 obligation and the
district court’s specification of procedures for exercising a purchase option.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the stipulated judgment required John M. and Tom Silbernagel to convey or guarantee clear
title to all of Marcella Silbernagel's land.

2. Whether the settlement and stipulated judgment were contingent on Stephen and Jane Silbernagel
obtaining financing for the full $150,000 payment using only the land as collateral.

3. Whether an unexpected third-party claim to the land frustrated the purpose of the settlement or made
performance impossible, warranting relief under N.D.R.Civ.P. 60(b)(6).

4. Whether the district court properly awarded statutory interest on the $150,000 obligation from April 4,
2006.

5. Whether the district court had authority in enforcing the judgment to specify a 120-day period for
exercising John M. and Tom Silbernagel's option to purchase the land.

HOLDINGS

1. When a settlement agreement is merged into a judgment, it is interpreted and enforced as a final
judgment rather than as a separate contract. The plain and unambiguous judgment required John M. and
Tom Silbernagel to release their interests in the estates, not to convey or guarantee title to all of the land.

2. Stephen and Jane Silbernagel were not entitled to relief from the stipulated judgment because the
judgment was not contingent on obtaining complete title to the land, obtaining financing for the entire
payment using only that land as collateral, or successfully completing the quiet-title action. The
unexpected third-party interest did not frustrate the judgment's basic assumption or make performance
impossible.

3. The district court properly awarded interest at the legal rate on the $150,000 obligation from April 4,
2006, the date of the quiet-title trial court judgment.

4. In enforcing the stipulated judgment, the district court had authority to specify that John M. and Tom
Silbernagel had 120 days after notice of a proposed sale to exercise their option to purchase the land.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“When a settlement agreement is merged into a judgment, the agreement is interpreted and enforced as a final
judgment and not as a separate contract between the parties.” (800 N.W.2d at 328)

“A court abuses its discretion if it acts in an arbitrary, unreasonable, or unconscionable manner, if its
decision is not the product of a rational mental process leading to a reasoned determination, or if it
misinterprets or misapplies the law.” (800 N.W.2d at 329)

“The parties’ objective manifestations from the language of the settlement agreement and stipulated judgment,
rather than Stephen and Jane Silbernagel’s secret or subjective manifestations of intent, control the
interpretation.” (800 N.W.2d at 330)



FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Stephen and Jane Silbernagel agreed to pay John M. and Tom Silbernagel $150,000 in exchange for releases of
John M. and Tom's interests in the estates of John P. and Marcella Silbernagel, along with other settlement terms.
The settlement was incorporated into a stipulated judgment requiring John M. and Tom to cooperate in any
quiet-title action concerning Marcella's property. A later quiet-title judgment determined that Betty Jo Elliot
owned a one-twelfth interest in the land and that John M. and Tom each owned a one-twenty-fourth interest.
Stephen and Jane were unable to obtain financing on the terms they desired and argued that the third-party
interest frustrated the settlement's purpose, but the district court found that John M. and Tom had performed and
that Stephen and Jane had not paid the $150,000.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The parties settled consolidated estate, guardianship, conservatorship, probate, and land-conveyance litigation,
and the settlement was incorporated into a 2005 judgment and a 2008 amended judgment. After a quiet-title
action established that a third party owned an interest in the land, Stephen and Jane sought relief under
N.D.R.Civ.P. 60(b)(6), asserting frustration of purpose and impossibility of performance. The district court
denied relief, enforced the stipulated judgment, awarded interest from April 4, 2006, and specified a 120-day
period for exercising a purchase option. The North Dakota Supreme Court affirmed.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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