








W
hether you have considered a career on the bench or enjoy 

practicing law as a trial attorney, you will enjoy reading about some 

of the finest judges in the country, a small but mighty group of professionals 

profiled in the LawCrossing’s Judges Guide.

LawCrossing’s Judges Guide features profiles of inspirational and influential 

judges who apply the law and oversee the legal process in courts around the 

country.  They have presided over cases everywhere from superior courts 

to television courts—and there’s even a potential Supreme Court nominee 

thrown in.  Their experience ranges from writing small-town dockets to 

writing popular legal blogs.

LawCrossing’s Judges Guide is an enjoyable and entertaining read.  If you’ve 

been dreaming of a career in the judiciary, now is the time to seriously 

consider turning your dreams of today into your realities of tomorrow by 

reading this book!
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The Healing Judge: Cristina Perez
By Mary Waldron

Cristina Perez began her career as a lawyer, but throughout the 

past decade, she has bloomed into a reality court TV judge and 

television personality, a radio show host, and an inspirational author. 

Her aggressive go-getter attitude and wisdom, combined with her 

strong moral foundation, have lifted her to many platforms from 

which she has begun to share her inspirational advice and lessons with 

women and Latinos everywhere.

Once Perez completed her undergraduate studies in international history and Spanish literature at 

the University of California, Los Angeles, she decided to follow her passion and attend law school. 

She had thought about going to medical school like her father, who is a surgeon, but knew that she 

needed to become a lawyer. “My mom knew before I knew that I was going to be a lawyer—it was 

just the kind of person that I was,” she said. 

Perez’s heritage and background and the morals that her parents raised her with have been huge 

influences on not only her personal life but also her professional life. Her father has been one of her 

most influential professional mentors. 

“He always told me, ‘You choose a profession that you have passion for—that you wake up every 

morning and you say, “I can’t wait to go to work.” If you love it and treat it with dignity every day, 

it’ll be something that will never be boring to you, and it will be rewarding,’” she said. “I saw how 

hard he struggled to become a surgeon. Through the good and the bad, it was so rewarding for him. 

All the bad has been weighed out by the good.” 

When Perez’s parents emigrated from Colombia to the United States hoping to find a better life, 

they became immersed in years of triumph as they raised their family in New York City. Although 

her father was an able-bodied, hard worker, he constantly battled discrimination because of his 

strong accent. The only job he could get was a janitor position, which he held for five years while he 

saved for medical school. 

Perez’s father worked 30 minutes from their apartment, so he was only able to see his family on the 

weekends because it cost too much money to travel back and forth each day. Soon after leaving his 

job as a janitor, he began working at a blood bank as a technician and then became chief of the blood 
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bank. By this time, Perez’s father had saved enough to attend medical school in Mexico. He later 

graduated as the medical school’s valedictorian. 

In spite of his tremendous success and the fact that he overcame many trials throughout his career, 

Perez’s father always dealt with discrimination because of his background and accent. This adversity 

fueled Perez’s passion for succeeding in law. 

“They [her parents] are the typical immigrant success story, and just watching all their sacrifices and 

obstacles they had to go through—it never sat right with me,” she said. Perez was inspired to go into 

law to stand up for those who needed a voice, much like her parents did in their early years in the U.S.

Although Perez opted to attend a smaller, more private law 

school—Whittier Law School in Costa Mesa, CA—it turned 

out to be the perfect fit for her. “It was small, and the teachers 

were of an incredible caliber, from top, Ivy League schools. It 

was really a very rewarding experience,” she said. While there, 

she kept busy as the president of the Hispanic American Law 

Students Association and the law school. Perez was also a 

member of the Student Body Association. 

In law school, Perez tried to surround herself with many 

students and mentors of excellence. “Lawyers are a dime a 

dozen. You really have to be good at what you do. I always tried 

to surround myself with people who were good at what they 

did and who were honest and never forgot where they came 

from,” she explained. 

Toward the end of law school, Perez attended an immigration law seminar that was put 

on by the Student Bar Association. It was there that she discovered her calling in the law. 

Immigration law combined Perez’s passion for standing up for others with her connections to 

immigrant roots. After being inspired by this seminar, Perez began clerking at an immigration 

law firm and continued working there as an attorney after she graduated from law school. Next, 

Perez moved on to work for the Los Angeles District Attorney’s Office in Alhambra, CA. 

Perez was able to establish a very trusted and strong clientele base that included many professionals, 

entertainers, and athletes, most of whom were Latinos. “My business is like a little bit of home. I 

treat everyone like my mom would treat you if you went over to her house,” Perez said. 
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One day, one of Perez’s producer clients approached her and said, “Cristina, you would be great 

for television.”

Although Perez had made plenty of television appearances 

commenting on immigration law issues, her response was 

“You have got to be kidding me!” 

Days later, after a screen test with the network, Perez was 

booked on the Spanish reality court TV show La Corte de 
Familia (Family Court). “It wasn’t like I wanted to, and it 

wasn’t like I thought about it—it just kind of happened. 

When doors open like that and it feels right, you just do 

it,” she said. 

Perez’s show, which reenacted the courtroom family drama 

in related cases, quickly became popular with Telemundo 

Network viewers. Besides the fact that she was the first 

female judge-actor to appear in a national Spanish network 

series, her show became one of the highest ranking Spanish-

language programs in the country. Perez also had a local court show called La Corte del Pueblo. 

Six years later, Perez was given another breakthrough opportunity: she would make the transition to 

an English-language courtroom television show. Currently, she is working on her first season of the 

crossover show, Cristina’s Court, which airs on FOX. 

Throughout her court TV career, Perez has developed a distinctive style of ruling the courtroom. Her 

strong morals, beliefs, and family values play large roles in her show. 

“I’m very natural. Everything always comes from my heart. Nothing is rehearsed,” she said. “Law is 

my passion, and I love people. I know how valuable family and relationships are and how valuable it 

is to be yourself.” 

Perez’s executive producer even calls her the “healing judge” because many of her once-angry guests 

leave the courtroom happy and with feelings of resolution, even if they do not win their cases. Perez 

wants her guests and viewers to understand the reasoning behind the cases, bringing a sense of 

awareness and lessons learned to each show. “I think mixing a little bit of human nature and our life 

stories with the law teaches much more valuable lessons,” she said. 
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Q. What do you do for fun?

A. Spending time with my family. I also love sci-fi movies and golfing with my husband. 

Q. What CD is in your CD player right now? 

A. Andrea Bocelli’s Amore. 

Q. What’s the last magazine you read?

A. Shape and Newsweek. 

Q. What is your favorite TV show?

A. I love the CSI shows, The Unit, and Ugly Betty. 

Q. Who is your role model? 

A. My parents. 

After all is said and done, Perez is certainly glad she took the offer to audition for La Corte de Familia,
as it has launched even more opportunities in addition to her television shows. “Maintaining my 

identity and my culture opened so many doors for me,” she said. 

One of these doors was an offer to write a book. While she was filming La Corte de Familia, she was 

approached by a first-generation-Latina editor who thought that Perez’s stories and sayings that 

she shared on the show should be put into a book. Living by Los Dichos: Advice from a Mother to a 
Daughter came out in September 2006, and it discusses some of the most prominent dichos (Spanish 

sayings or proverbs) that many Latina women have carried with them for centuries. 

The book is a collage of advice, stories, and self-help; it is divided into three sections: defining los
dichos, lessons for relationships and marriage, and lessons for family and parenthood. Perez gathered 

all of the lessons and stories her mother taught her and compiled them for her own daughter, and 

others, to learn from and enjoy. 

Throughout her book, Perez refers to herself as a “confused feminist,” meaning that she has gone 

after all her goals and has never limited herself, yet she has never forgotten that she is a woman and 

embraces her femininity. Her message to other women is “Never, ever forget you are a woman. I’m 

very traditional. I’m very proud of where I came from. I’m not afraid to serve my husband dinner. No 

one will ever disrespect you because you are a true lady and you’re smart.” 
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In addition to speaking at various prestigious lectures and seminars, Perez is also a co-host of a 

Spanish radio show for Radio Univision that discusses issues like government, education, and 

politics. The Los Angeles-based radio show airs on 1020 AM every Monday night, but because of 

her hectic schedule, Perez is currently on the show only once per month. 

Perez is also a managing partner at her firm, Perez Gonzalez, which she and her husband, 

Christopher, run. They specialize in immigration law as well as business, corporate, and 

media-related cases. She currently resides in Los Angeles with her husband and their 

daughter, Sofia Daniella. 

“I remember growing up and people saying, ‘My gosh, you’re a woman, you’re Latina, you speak 

Spanish—that might be a problem,’” she said. “But the facts that I am a woman, I am Latina, and 

that I speak Spanish have been the keys to my success. Once I realized that and proudly embraced 

that and where I came from, I never looked back.”
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Hon. Elizabeth White: Judge, Superior Court of California, 

County of Los Angeles
By Charisse Dengler

Judge Elizabeth White has her bases covered. Having worked as 

both a paralegal and an attorney, White is currently a judge with the 

Los Angeles Superior Court’s South District, which includes Long 

Beach and San Pedro.

“I have what is called a general jurisdiction civil assignment, which means 

I handle cases which have in controversy $25,000 or more; so it could be 

a relatively small personal injury case, or it could be a large construction 

dispute or a Jones Act case dealing with a seaman who’s been injured or killed at sea,” she said. 

“[There are a] wide, wide, wide variety of civil suits.” 

White completed the paralegal program at UCLA Extension in 1977 and went on to work as a 

paralegal at Loeb & Loeb for a year and a half. She said the skills she learned as a paralegal student 

and as a working paralegal have helped her greatly as both a lawyer and a judge. 

“I don’t think I would’ve become a judge had I not been a good litigator, and I don’t think I 

would’ve been a good litigator had I not learned the organizational skills in the paralegal program 

and working as a paralegal,” she said. “The key to success in litigation is not only presenting the 

document but being able to find it—having key pieces of evidence at your disposal and organized in 

such a fashion that you can present them at the appropriate time.”

Advice to young Lawyers

She thinks paralegal training can be extremely beneficial to someone thinking of pursuing a career 

as an attorney. 
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“I think it’s a good way to test the waters, a) so that you know whether you like the field and b) to 

get the kind of nuts and bolts skills that most people don’t get in law school so that you become a 

better lawyer once you’re licensed,” she said. 

As a paralegal at Loeb & Loeb, White worked in civil litigation on some pretty well-known cases, 

including the Jack Ryan vs. Mattel Toy Company litigation over the rights to the Barbie doll. 

When it comes to giving advice to paralegal students, White said she thinks students should look 

for opportunities to get experience while they are still in school and try to carry that experience over 

into full-time jobs. 

“My advice would be to take an opportunity to participate in whatever internships are offered so 

as to just get out there and meet people and look at the different environments—whether it’s a law 

firm, whether it’s working for government—but don’t be afraid to have an unpaid internship for a 

month or two and then try to transition that into something that pays,” she said. 

White’s advice comes from her own experience. Upon completion of UCLA’s paralegal program, 

she accepted a temporary position indexing documents at Loeb & Loeb. When the temporary time 

frame was up, she told one of the partners that she would like to stay with the firm permanently. In 

her words, she “took the bull by the horns and got the permanent job out of it.” 

White went on to attend Loyola Law School in Los Angeles after getting her feet wet in the legal 

field as a paralegal. After graduation in 1981, she practiced law until she was appointed to the bench 

by Governor Wilson in 1997. 

White applied for the judge position for two main reasons: she wanted to play a different role in the 

legal process, and she wanted to have more freedom in her schedule. 

“I wanted to see what it was like, as opposed to being an advocate, being a more neutral observer but 

still playing a very active role,” she said. “I had been doing significant numbers of trials, and so the 

demands on my time were very, very high; and I had a small child, so I wanted to find a way to be 

able to stay in the courtroom but not have to do all of the homework that was involved.” 

Even though she admits there are challenges to being a judge, such as dealing with cases that are 

emotionally draining, White enjoys her job and her new role in the courtroom. 

“I love the theater of the courtroom,” she said. “I love a good case when it’s well presented. I love 

to be able to ensure that the proceedings are fair, make the litigants feel like they’ve been heard, let 
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them have their day in court. I like participating in the resolution process when asked—in other 

words, trying to resolve it so that somebody doesn’t have to put all the time and money into trying a 

case if they’re more inclined to try and resolve it.” 

White said she feels that recently there has been a trend toward the resolution of cases instead of the 

trial of cases, and she thinks it’s a positive thing. 

“I think that’s a good thing if people can resolve their differences and move on with their lives and 

not get entrenched in the process, but I don’t think that we need to go so far as to say that trials are 

not necessary,” she said. “Obviously, they are necessary. Not everything can be resolved, and so judges 

need to be cognizant of the fact that you’re not going to be able to settle every case. And some cases 

do have to go to trial.” 
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Arthur Gilbert, Presiding Justice of Division 6 of the California 

Courts of Appeal, Second District
By Regan Morris

Known for his quick wit and concise, well-written decisions, 

appellate court Justice Arthur Gilbert is also known for 

his popular blog Gilbert Submits. LawCrossing speaks with the 

California-based Gilbert about his career as a judge.

Arthur Gilbert is one of the most well known judges in California. A jazz 

pianist, blogger, and prolific writer, Gilbert laughs easily; but he takes his 

responsibility as a jurist very seriously. 

As Presiding Justice of Division 6 of the California Courts of Appeal, Second District, Gilbert says 

judges have an obligation to carefully explain their decisions, slashing through legalese and writing 

in layman’s terms. To that end, he has been teaching at the California Center for Judicial Education 

and Research at the Judges College in Berkeley, CA, on and off since 1978. Gilbert himself studied 

at the college in 1976. 

“As a judge, you have tremendous power; and it’s got to be used sparingly. I think you can be a judge 

and a human being at the same time by being compassionate, by not abusing your power, by treating 

the lawyers and litigants with respect,” he said. “My goal is to write with clarity and precision. And 

it doesn’t have to be heavy legalese to sound impressive. I think you can do the job by writing in 

English so people can understand what you’re saying and not fudging, by making clear-cut decisions 

readable and intelligible.” 

Like many judges, Gilbert started in traffic court. Los Angeles has the largest traffic court in 

the world, and he enjoyed the challenge. When he first started as a judge in his late 30s, he 

noticed a disproportionate number of Hispanic people had warrants for their arrest for failing 

to appear in court. Gilbert created bilingual tickets in Spanish and English, which greatly 

reduced this number. 

After contemplating a career as a jazz musician and abandoning an advanced degree in literature, 

Gilbert attended law school and started his legal career as a deputy city attorney for the City of Los 

Angeles in the criminal division. Two years later, he joined a small firm, specializing in commercial 

transactions and civil and criminal litigation. That firm eventually became Leonard & Gilbert. 
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“They were young lawyers. They were my age, and one was a little older. They were very aggressive 

and dynamic, and we just sort of hit it off,” he said. “I was offered some jobs from some big firms, but 

that huge big-firm mentality didn’t appeal to me.” 

Gilbert knew California governor Jerry Brown from their days at Berkeley, which helped when he 

put his name in the hat for a position on the court. States generally have strict review boards for 

judiciary positions, but ultimately, the governor decides who is appointed to the bench in California 

and most other states. 

“Somebody asked William O. Douglas, the great Supreme Court Justice, ‘What does it take to 

be a Supreme Court Justice?’ And he said, ‘Well, it sure helps to know a president,’” Gilbert said, 

adding that he knew he felt at home after his first day on the bench and that he never wanted to 

practice law again. 

“The difference between being a judge and a lawyer is immense; it’s a huge gulf. You may speak the 

same legal language, but the lawyer is at your mercy trying to present a point of view. So what a 

judge is doing is taking the points of view of the lawyers and trying to see through what the problem 

is really about and…make a reasoned decision that complies with the law,” he said. 

Judges who make decisions and then leave the bench without explaining their rulings infuriate 

Gilbert. In the court of appeals, Gilbert said his first draft of a written ruling is often just the 

beginning. He writes through the problem, explaining it to himself. Then he strives to clarify in his 

rewrites. A stickler for language, Gilbert uses his blog to attack misuses of language, recently blasting 

an attorney for using the word “parameter” incorrectly—but he’s not cruel and doesn’t name names. 

Gilbert Submits contains a collection of essays Gilbert has written for the legal newspaper the Los Angeles 
Daily Journal “to a confused but devoted readership.” On his blog, Gilbert explains his role as that of a 

“probing columnist on a fruitless quest to reveal the underbelly of society and the justice system.” 

The blog started as a result of people asking for copies of old stories he had written for the Daily
Journal. A friend suggested he publish his own archive online. 

With his chambers in Southern California’s Ventura County, Gilbert says the court has an 

appealingly casual seaside atmosphere. For attorneys interested in moving to the bench, Gilbert says 

building a strong reputation is the best way. And attorneys should submit their names to judicial-

review committees. Knowing the governor helps, but it won’t get you far without the reputation to 

back it up. And new judges should be prepared to start at small, municipal courts and work their way 

up. Gilbert said he never felt working as a judge in traffic court was dull or a step down after trying 

big criminal cases. 
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“We did an awful lot of drunk driving cases. It may sound routine, and it does get routine after a 

while; but it does have moments,” he said. “It’s a huge court. This is a court that is many people’s 

only contact with the judicial system. And small claims court, that’s another one. That’s really 

an important court because the impression people have of the judiciary, they get from those 

experiences. So I think it’s really important for judges to be sensitive to that fact and to be very 

open to different milieus.” 

If court ever became routine, Gilbert said, he would strive not to have a bureaucratic attitude and 

never forget that these are real people with real problems. Whether a judge is conservative- or 

liberal-leaning is often blown out of proportion in the public and media, Gilbert says. People who 

slam “activist judges” often want the judges to be activists. 

He cites the Terri Schiavo case as an example. The judiciary was accused of arrogance for refusing “to 

follow the law.” The judge in that case was a deeply religious man and was criticized by his church 

for ordering Schiavo’s feeding tube removed, Gilbert said. He rejects criticism that judges too often 

make activist rulings. 

“We have a three-strikes law in California. It’s one law that I’m not crazy about, and I don’t think 

I’ve ever reversed one of those cases,” he said. “I have an oath of office that I took, and I have to 

decide cases on the merit of the cases and the law. And whether I like the law or don’t like the law 

isn’t the point.” 

Does he ever feel sorry for people he sentences—particularly in the three-strikes cases, which some 

view as too harsh? 

“I might feel sorry for an individual person in some cases, but the point is by ruling in accordance 

with the law, as you should, you are actually upholding the integrity of the judicial system and 

making it one that’s fair to everyone,” he said. “And that gives me a good feeling knowing that I’m 

doing that, even though I may have sympathy for an individual in a case.”
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Alex Kozinski
By Nikki LaCrosse

Short of being nominated for the Supreme Court, or appearing on a 

reality show, most judges spend their careers in relative anonymity. 

Judge Alex Kozinski, a circuit judge on the United States Court of 

Appeals for the Ninth Circuit, is an exception.

Kozinski is known for his larger-than-life personality—in and out the 

courtroom—and for his plain-language legal opinions. He has published 

many essays, articles, and reviews in numerous publications, such as Slate, the 

New Yorker, the Wall Street Journal, and the New Republic. He also may be the only American jurist 

to openly admit to being a contestant on “The Dating Game.” 

Kozinski’s opinions are the stuff of legal legend. His 1990 opinion in US v. Syufy contained 215 movie 

titles woven into the text. Numerous articles were published about the opinion, and it was reprinted 

in the BYU Law Review with all the movie titles underlined. In 2003, Kozinski wrote a dissent to 

the Ninth Circuit’s opinion in US v. Ramirez-Lopez, in which the conviction of an illegal alien was 

upheld. Kozinski’s dissent actually prompted the federal prosecutor to drop the charges, and the 

man was released from prison after serving three years. In his dissent, Kozinski presented a fictional 

conversation between the defendant and his lawyer about how the law was upheld but justice was 

denied. The unusual format, as well as the content of the text, prompted a stir in the legal community. 

While Kozinski’s name was frequently mentioned as a possible nominee to the Supreme Court 

in the early ‘90s during the first Bush administration, some political pundits now say he is too 

controversial to make the shortlist for the top court. It’s not something that Kozinski worries about. 

“You can’t spend too much time thinking about these things,” Kozinski says, dismissively. “I’m too 

busy with my job.” 

His job is considerable. The Ninth Circuit is the largest of the federal circuits, encompassing nine 

Western states. He maintains chambers in Pasadena, but travels to many of the circuit’s states to hear 

more than 500 cases a year. Kozinski doesn’t mind the workload. In fact, he relishes it. In his opinion, 

being a judge is “the best job in the world…you don’t have to worry about getting clients or fighting 

with your partners or any of that. It’s like having your own little law office, and you do law all the 

time.” He adds, “You don’t have any business development. You just open the courthouse doors in the 

morning, and the clients come in. They beat down the door.” 
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Kozinski says that the decision to become a judge was motivated mostly by opportunity. “I was in 

the government. The administration at the time was appointing judges, and you don’t always have 

a chance to get an appointment, so that seemed to be my time.” He does admit that his clerkships 

influenced him. “I clerked, so it was always in the back of my mind. You have to grab it when it 

comes along.” 

Few could argue that Kozinski hasn’t made the most of his opportunities. Born in Bucharest, 

Romania, in 1950, he immigrated to the United States with his parents, who were both Holocaust 

survivors. He grew up in Los Feliz (a Los Angeles neighborhood) and received both his 

undergraduate degree and J.D. from the University of California, Los Angeles. 

After graduating from law school, Kozinski won two impressive federal clerkships: one with then-

Ninth Circuit Judge Anthony Kennedy and a second one for Supreme Court Chief Justice Warren 

E. Burger. After a few years in private practice, he joined the White House Counsel’s office during 

the Reagan years. When the Federal Claims Court was formed, Kozinski lobbied heavily for the 

chief judge slot and was appointed to the position by President Reagan in 1982. Three years later, 

Reagan upped the ante and named Kozinski to the Ninth Circuit, making him, at 35, the youngest 

federal appeals judge in the country. 

Asked if his life is representative of the American dream, Kozinski replies, “I’ve never really thought 

about it, but I think so. I think there are many versions of the American dream, and I’m certainly 

living one of them.” He goes on to note that the U.S. offers more choices to immigrants than other 

countries do. “There are few other places in the world—where if you came from the outside as a 

complete stranger—where you would have as good a chance as anybody here. That’s an unusual 

thing, and it’s pretty much unique to the United States.” 

But Kozinski is quick to point out that being given a chance to succeed is only the first step to 

success. “That is quite different from saying that everybody who comes here will succeed very well, or 

even that people who were born here will succeed as well as they would like to. What the American 

dream is, is that you will not be excluded by being a stranger. What you make of it depends on how 

hard you try—and what you do and how dedicated you are to it.” 

With the nation currently focusing on Supreme Court nominations, questions about the influence 

of politics on the legal process are flying fast and furious. Kozinski has a definite opinion about the 

relationship between the two fields. “Law is politics,” he says. “The point of view of the judges is 

political. It has always been political.” He continues, “It’s a political process done by the President, 

who selects people in part for political reasons, and they are confirmed by the Senate, who also have 

some political ideological reasons, to a large extent. So, I don’t think anyone should be surprised by 

the fact that the process is a political process.” 
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Having seen just about everything in his more than 20 years on the bench, Kozinski expects that 

civil liberty will continue to be a hot-button topic in the future for the nation and the courts. Citing 

the 9/11 terrorist attacks, Kozinski says, “If it [terrorism] becomes a more constant threat, we’re 

going to see some real challenges to our perceptions of an open society and our civil liberties. We 

have a very open society, and government does not go nearly as far as it could in restricting personal 

freedoms,” he says. “But when people get scared, they value security more and freedom less. They 

are willing to give up some freedom for more security. That’ll present a real challenge to our justice 

system and to our way of life.” 

While there is considerable concern as to the constitutionality of infringing civil liberties in 

the name of security, Kozinski states that he doesn’t see an inherent conflict. “I don’t think the 

government has gone nearly as far as the Constitution would allow it,” he says. “We don’t really have 

cameras on street corners, as they do in England. I don’t think there’s anything in the Constitution 

that would prohibit that, but I think the people in the United States find that kind of thing creepy.” 

Finding the balance between what is allowed by our Constitution and what is not is part of the 

puzzle that Kozinski so enjoys trying to solve. “What you have to do is look at the governmental 

action and judge it against the situation presented at the time, including the exigencies of the 

situation,” he explains. “And then you have to determine, in retrospect, whether what the government 

did was constitutional or it wasn’t. The government has to act before the courts can adjudicate on the 

constitutionality of their actions.” 

Focused on solving the questions of each case that appears before him, Kozinski says he is content 

with his current position. “It’s a job that keeps on renewing itself. It doesn’t become old, because it’s 

like human experience: It’s always a little bit different.” He maintains that his career goals are simple. 

“I want to do this job well. I just want to do it well.” 
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James C. Nelson - Justice, Montana Supreme Court
By Cary Griffith

After achieving his ultimate career goal by serving on the Montana 

State Supreme Court for the last decade, James Nelson talks 

with LawCrossing about his experiences on the bench, his career path, 

and the legal challenges faced by the highest court in Montana.

Over the past 30 years Montana Supreme Court Justice James C. Nelson 

has experienced all sides of the law. While he studied for his JD at George 

Washington University, he worked for the U.S. Securities & Exchange 

Commission as a financial analyst. After getting his degree, he entered private practice in Montana 

(1974 through 1993), where his clients included “individuals, farmers, ranchers, small businesses, 

the First Interstate Bank of Glacier County and Glacier Electric Cooperative, Inc.,” and many 

others. His firm also worked in Native American law. Nelson was liked well enough by the tribe he 

represented to be given the honorary name of E-E-Nistowas, or Buffalo Body.

During much of his private practice, he was also the Glacier County Attorney. And he served in 

numerous other capacities: President of the Chamber of Commerce, a member of the State Board 

of Oil and Gas Conservation (which he chaired for four years), a member of the State Gaming 

Advisory Council and the Governor’s Task Force on Corrections and Criminal Justice Policy, and 

even as a volunteer fireman. 

But of all his jobs, the one he considers his favorite is Justice for the Supreme Court of Montana, 

a position he’s held since 1994. Being on the Montana Supreme Court was “always a career goal,” 

explains Nelson. “I think it’s very important work.” 

In November, Jim Nelson is running for re-election, and by most counts he faces a formidable 

challenge. With a population of a little less than a million, Montana isn’t a large state. But over the 

last thirty years Montana trends have been in lock step with much of the rest of the country. The 

state has undergone a political shift from liberal to conservative and judicial appointments and 

elections have become increasingly politicized. 

How does Nelson feel about Supreme Court Justices having to work full-time and run for periodic 

re-election? “I don’t have any problem with an elected judiciary,” Nelson says. The “benefit of 

elections is that voters have a right to have a say and make important decisions on who will 

adjudicate cases that affect their lives, liberty and property.” 
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And that’s a right Jim Nelson knows, because for the past decade his primary business has been 

making decisions that affect Montanans’ life, liberty and property. 

Q: How did you become interested in the law?

A: I’ve been interested in the law since I was a kid. My parents and grandparents always figured I’d 

be a lawyer. I grew up when, to be a success, you either had to be a lawyer or a doctor. The law 

was their pick, but I was always interested in it. 

And then when I was in the Army I did some criminal defense work, and I enjoyed 

representing and helping people. That confirmed my desire that once I got out of the Army I 

would go to law school, and I did. 

Q: Can you briefly sketch your career? Where and how did you begin working in the law? 

A: I was discharged from the Army in 1969 and decided to go to law school. I needed to work to 

put myself through school. Washington, D.C. had three or four good law schools with night 

divisions, so I applied to George Washington University and Georgetown University and was 

accepted at both. Chari [my wife] and I moved to Washington, DC and I enrolled at George 

Washington University in the school’s night division, and worked full-time during the day as a 

financial analyst for the Securities and Exchange Commission. 

I graduated with honors in 1974 and we decided we’d move back to Cut Bank. By then, we had 

two kids and wanted to raise our family in the Northwest in a small town. My father in law had 

his law practice and wanted someone to come in with him because he was ready to wind things 

down and retire. So I went into private practice in 1974. 

We spent nearly 20 years in Cut Bank, from 1974-1993. I was in general practice - domestic 

relations, real estate transactions, wills and probates. We did plaintiffs’ and defendants’ litigation, 

and had a fairly extensive oil and gas practice. We also did some Native American law. 

In 1993, an opening came up on the Montana Supreme Court when one of the sitting justices 

retired. I applied for that and went through the nomination committee proceeding. My name, 

along with four others, was submitted to the sitting governor, Mark Racicot (who is now 

George Bush’s re-election manager for his presidential campaign). Racicot had been a former 

prosecutor, so we knew each other quite well. I took office in May of ‘93, and have been a 

Supreme Court Justice ever since. 



LawCrossing’s Judges Guide 
17

Q: Out of the 600 opinions you’ve authored, can you tell us about two or three of the most 

memorable? Why were they memorable? 

A: I wrote an opinion in 1997-Gryczan vs. The State of Montana-that had to do with the 

constitutionality of the Montana criminal law which criminalized homosexual sex. It was 

at a time when the federal law had said that those kinds of laws were constitutional. But 

Montana has a unique constitution. It was adopted in 1972, and we have a very strong right 

of individual privacy. I authored an opinion for the court that held that that particular law 

was unconstitutional. We were one of a handful of states at that time that found those sorts 

of laws unconstitutional. 

The opinion is widely quoted-it’s actually cited in the most recent U.S. Supreme Court 

opinion-and appeared on the ACLU web site for a number of years. It was the first time 

Montana recognized the personal autonomy component of the right of individual privacy as 

being constitutionally protected. 

Then in 1997, I authored another case for the court - The State vs. Siegal. We were literally about 

the first court in the country that held that if the police were going to use thermal imaging 

technology to scan a residence or outbuilding for a marijuana growing operation-that that sort 

of technology was itself a search that required a warrant to be issued before the search could 

be conducted. We ruled on the basis of the right of privacy under the Montana Constitution. 

Three or four years later, the U.S. Supreme Court came down on the same side of that issue in 

Kyllo vs. U.S. 

In 1999, I authored Armstrong vs. The State. The legislature, because of abortion politics, passed 

a law saying a physician’s assistant certified could not perform abortions, under the supervision 

of a physician, although she was certified by the state medical board to do so. The law pretty 

much put a legal abortion out of reach of Montana women. The physician’s assistant certified 

was one of the few abortion providers in Montana. I authored an opinion holding that law 

unconstitutional on the basis of right of privacy. We also held that part of the right of privacy 

included the right to choose a health care provider of one’s choice to perform a legal medical 

procedure, providing the person was licensed by the state medical board. 

And then last year I authored a case called Walker vs. State. Montana has a right of human 

dignity in its Constitution. This fellow was a mentally ill prisoner at the Montana State Prison, 

and they weren’t treating him for his mental condition. He became a behavioral problem 

because of his condition. He was put in administrative segregation in what they call a behavior 

modification program. His treatment was inhumane. We held that that sort of treatment 

of mentally ill inmates was unconstitutional under the right of dignity clause in Montana’s 

Constitution, in conjunction with its right against cruel and unusual punishments. 
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Q: Over the past 30 years you have served in a variety of public and private legal capacities: in 

private practice, as Glacier County Attorney, Chairman of the State Board of Oil and Gas 

Conservation, and in other organizations, and for the last 11 years as a Montana Supreme 

Court Justice. Which do you prefer, and why?

A: I really enjoy what I’m doing now. I like being an appellate judge. I’ve always enjoyed 

researching legal issues and writing. I’ve enjoyed the ability to uphold our unique Montana 

Constitution, which is probably one of the most visionary and people oriented constitutions of 

any in the United States. I think that’s very important work. I like my job. I like the ability to 

make a significant difference in people’s lives. 

Q: Is it necessary, or even possible for judges to build a wall between themselves and their private 

attorney colleagues? Or should instances like Justice Antonin Scalia’s duck hunting trip with 

Vice President Cheney be considered within the reasonable bounds of judicial conduct?

A: I think it’s necessary. You have to be very careful about your relationships and friendships with 

attorneys. Chari and I have a number of friends who are attorneys and judges. If we have a case 

pending before the court that involves one of those attorneys, I’ve often recused myself in those 

cases, because I didn’t want to be involved with a case involving one of my friends. 

You ask the question about the duck hunting trip. The U.S. Supreme Court sets its own 

standards, of course, but I was troubled by Justice Scalia’s decision. With most appellate courts, 

the litigants don’t have the right to require a judge to recuse him or herself. In most of the trial 

courts, you have the right to disqualify the trial judge, but that’s not the case with the appellate 

court. Most judges will really try to avoid the appearance of impropriety, so if there’s any 

question at all, most justices would recuse themselves. 

Q: Over the past 30 years, how do you think the public’s perspective about the law has changed?

A: I think in some ways the public’s perspective about the law and legal profession has become 

more jaded. I don’t think that’s necessarily the fault of the legal profession. The public expects 

more out of the legal profession and the courts. People are more willing to litigate issues and 

incidents that happen now than they were 30 years ago. The law has become more regulatory. 

It interferes more in people’s lives. Any time government interferes with a person’s life or 

business, it presents a lot of opportunities for disagreement. Consumers are sold products which 

may be unsafe or ill-designed and cause injury. And ordinary citizens are victims of harmful 

or unlawful conduct perpetrated by individuals, businesses, professions and the government 

itself. The courts are the last resort for many. They expect more from the law, and when the law 

doesn’t fulfill their expectations, they become disillusioned. 
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Q: What do you consider some of the greatest challenges facing the Judiciary in general, and 

the Montana Judiciary in particular?

A: I think one of the big issues today is maintaining the independence of the Judiciary. In 2003, 

the American Bar Association published an extensive study of the Judiciary. Justice in Jeopardy. 

The ABA concluded that the Judiciary in the US is really at risk by reason of attacks by partisan 

politicians, and the infusion of substantial amounts of special interest and corporate money into 

judicial campaigns. The whole idea of this interference is to take away judicial independence; 

to make the courts rubber stamps for the other two branches of government. It’s a problem 

throughout the US and, certainly, in Montana as well. 

Q: Some states appoint judges for life, while many make judges go through periodic elections. 

What do you think works best and why?

A: Our judges in Montana are all elected for specific terms. I don’t have any problem with 

an elected judiciary. If the argument is that appointed justices are less political, or it takes 

the politics out of the process, that’s nonsense. There is plenty of politics in the process of 

appointing judges. 

The benefit of elections is that voters have a right to have a say and make important decisions 

in choosing those who will make decisions that affect their lives, liberty and property. To the 

extent that partisan politics is inserted into either process, it is absolutely wrong. The laws that 

are passed are laws with which everyone must comply; judges should not come to the bench 

with a political agenda or bound by political ideology. 

The ABA came to the same conclusion in Justice in Jeopardy. In those states that do have an 

elective process-or an appointive process for that matter--reforms should be enacted to keep 

big money and partisan politics out.. 

Q: Over the past two decades, some polls indicate a shift to a more conservative national 

electorate. How has that played out in Montana, and how has it affected the Montana 

Supreme Court?

A: In the last 20 years, Montana has become more conservative. The question of its effect on the 

court is a hard question to answer. I suppose the short answer is yes, it has had an effect, but it’s 

been slow. Our judges are not term limited. Most have a tendency to serve from 16 to 20 years. 

I think as the demographics of the state shift, so do the judges that replace judges who retire. 

But, Montana has a good judiciary. Our judges are competent, intelligent and fair. I’m proud to 

serve as one of them. 
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Q: Do you have any advice for young lawyers who want to start practicing law? 

A: If I had it to do over again, I’d probably try to specialize. It’s hard to do in a rural state. But I 

think the law is becoming so complex, that in most areas you’d be well served to pick an area 

you enjoy and learn everything you can about it. 

I would advise people coming out of school to go with a firm and learn the practical aspects of 

being a lawyer. A lot of mistakes are made by very young lawyers who simply don’t know what 

they’re doing. You need to practice with a firm for awhile, or have someone who can serve as a 

mentor. 

Q: What do you like best about being a judge?

A: I like the academic side of it. Most of what we do is reading and writing. I like the ability to 

make a difference in people’s lives. It’s important work. 

Q: What do you like least about being a judge?

A: There’s a tremendous time commitment. We have one appellate court in Montana, and we 

don’t have the ability to pick and choose cases. So the time commitment is really quite high. I 

probably read 700 to 1000 pages of written material a week, and we operate 52 weeks per year. 

Q: Family?

A: My wife, Chari, and I have two children, Mary Pat (who lives with her husband Jason and their 

two children, Lauren and Payton, outside of Richmond, Virginia), and J and his wife Kimberly 

and son, Major, live in Arlington, Virginia. J is a Captain in the U.S. Army and just graduated 

from law school at the University of Maryland. 

Q: What are you currently reading?

A: I haven’t read much since the campaign started. Most of what I’ve been reading is law related. 

The last books I read for enjoyment were Under the Banner of Heaven by Jon Krakauer, and 

Yann Martel’s Life of Pi.

Q: Do you have a hobby? If so, what is it?

A: Chari and I like to bird watch and hike. 

Q: What do you like best about Montana?

A: The quality of life is good. The outdoors and scenery and ability to hike and recreate outdoors is 

what I like most about Montana. 



LawCrossing’s Judges Guide 
21

Q: What is your biggest professional or personal accomplishment, and why?

A: I think my biggest professional accomplishment was being appointed to the Montana Supreme 

Court. In the back of my mind, it was always a career goal, and being able to achieve that was 

an accomplishment. 

Personally, I think Chari and I raised a great family. We have two children who are really good 

people. And they’ve married equally fine people, and we have three wonderful grandchildren. 

We’re both extremely proud of our family. 

Q: What past judges have you admired and why?

A: I’ve always admired Thurgood Marshall and Harry Blackman for their work on the U.S. 

Supreme Court.
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Judge William R. Harris
By Adam Dobbs

Small town judge William Harris serves as an example for those 

who want a successful career without the headaches of big city 

and big firm life.

Although he may not be a household name outside of Southcentral Kentucky 

and has most likely never been mentioned in the same breath as such legal 

luminaries as Johnnie Cochran, Alan Dershowitz or Oliver Wendell Holmes, 

Jr., Judge William R. Harris is living proof that an attorney can settle in 

a small town and enjoy a successful and distinguished career far below the national radar and the 

pressures and stress inherent in living and working in a city like New York or Los Angeles.

Like many of his colleagues in the profession, Judge Harris entered college (University of Kentucky, 

‘65) with a lifelong interest in government and that ever-so-vague concept, “the law.” As he worked 

his way towards a degree, he found himself drawn more and more towards the idea of becoming an 

attorney. Consequently, he enrolled in the UK School of Law after completing his Bachelor’s degree 

and received his JD two years later. 

Upon the completion of his legal studies, Judge Harris completed a federal clerkship as well as a stint 

in the United States Air Force before returning to Southcentral Kentucky and joining a firm headed 

by the late Charles H. Reynolds. Mr. Reynolds later became a Justice on the Kentucky Supreme 

Court and, until his death a few years ago, was Judge Harris’ chief mentor. 

When asked about Justice Reynolds, Judge Harris said, “He encouraged me in my efforts to become 

a judge. I looked up to him because he was an ethical, dedicated and capable jurist.” 

In 1971, Judge Harris joined a firm in his native Franklin and spent the better part of the next 

twenty years doing what small town lawyers do best: a little of everything. Along with drafting wills, 

deeds and contracts, he performed title examinations, served as a federal public defender, handled a 

large amount of insurance defense work and represented those accused of felonies and misdemeanors 

in various state courts. 

This seemingly scattershot experience as a practitioner has certainly come in handy since he first 

took the bench of Kentucky’s 49th Judicial Circuit (Simpson & Allen Counties) as an appointee 
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of former Governor Wallace Wilkinson in early 1989. He has since been reelected three times, 

including his current term, which is set to expire in 2007. 

Under Kentucky law, Circuit Court judges have authority on all felony criminal cases, domestic 

relations cases and all civil procedures with more than $4,000 at issue. Additionally, here and there 

a misdemeanor slips into his courtroom as an amended or concurrent offense. As such, Judge Harris 

regularly draws upon his diverse private practice background when presiding over or ruling on a case. 

The Travelin’ Judge 

Due to a rather strange provision in the state’s constitution requiring all county seats to be located 

within one-half day’s horseback ride from those in neighboring counties, Kentucky, the nation’s 36th 

largest state, has 120 counties, more than any other state except Texas. As a result, many of the judges 

in Kentucky’s 57 circuits, including Judge Harris, still “ride the circuit” between county courthouses. 

Favoring a navy blue Mazda Protégé over a trusty steed to navigate the rolling hills between 

courthouses, Judge Harris presides over the 49th Judicial Circuit. His territory consists of Simpson 

and Allen Counties, two of Kentucky’s smallest, located along the Tennessee border approximately 

thirty-five miles north of the Nashville area. All told, approximately 35,000 people are spread 

throughout the predominantly rural area, a situation that can present challenges for Judge Harris. 

Having spent most of his nearly 61 years in his hometown of Franklin, Judge Harris knows and/or 

is known by nearly everyone with whom he comes into contact in his official capacity. While this 

obviously lends itself well to the building of strong relationships with the relatively small number 

of practicing attorneys and local officials such as sheriffs, jailers and court clerks in the area, 

presiding over the trial of a childhood acquaintance or one of his two adult sons’ classmates can be 

rather difficult. 

While Judge Harris does have the option of recusing himself should he have too close of a 

connection to those standing trial, he rarely chooses to do so. Asked about this, Judge Harris 

said, “In theory, and in more urban settings, judges can disqualify. In reality, one simply has to 

learn to deal with it.” 

While he describes his work as sometimes routine, “pick and shovel” judging, such as default 

mortgage foreclosures and uncontested divorces, Judge Harris, like anyone whom has sat on the 

bench, has seen his share of characters pass in and out of his courtroom. When asked to recall a 

particularly humorous instance, he told the story of a young woman on felony probation who had 

been picked up for public intoxication, a clear violation of her parole. During the hearing on the 

revocation motion, she admitted being under the influence, albeit with mitigating circumstances. 
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Her explanation of the instance, as Judge Harris recalls it, went something like this: “Judge, I was 

intoxicated alright, but it was because my boyfriend had gotten out of the pen the day before and I 

had spent the night with him. I was intoxicated on love!” 

Judge Harris concluded this story by dryly remarking, “She should be serving out her prison time 

any day now.” 

All is not fun and games in his courtroom, however. Judge Harris takes particular satisfaction in 

seeing justice served, particularly in regards to sex crimes versus children and other cases of societal 

importance to the communities he serves. Although he remains modest when asked about his 

greatest achievements as a judge or practitioner, Judge Harris does point to his ruling in an insurance 

bad faith claim that repeatedly stood up on appeal all the way to the Kentucky Supreme Court 

and is now the benchmark case on insurance bad faith liability in the state. Likewise, another of 

his rulings made it to the Kentucky Supreme Court and is currently the landmark case on self-

protection as a defense in unintentional violent crimes. 

While Judge Harris and his colleagues in rural areas throughout the land do enjoy clean air, low 

housing costs, tremendous respect within the community and a gridlock-free daily commute, the 

life of the small town judge is far from a complete bed of roses. “Country” judges face challenges 

different from, but just as difficult, as those faced by their urban peers. 

In fact, Judge Harris remarked, “With travel, limited staff and facilities and increasingly heavy 

caseloads, particularly in respect to drug cases, rural crime has grown tremendously in the last decade 

or so and rural judges labor constantly in trying to manage their dockets. We are not without the 

headaches of big city life, just different headaches.” 

Sound Advice 

After leaving the bench, Judge Harris has no plans to seek higher office or a role in government. 

A “Big Blue” fan since birth, he plans to continue following University of Kentucky basketball and 

all the teams at Franklin-Simpson High School. While he says that “old age has cured the running 

bug,” Judge Harris enjoys visiting the gym several times a week and taking an active role with the 

Franklin United Methodist Church. In addition, he and his wife of 33 years, Ida, are enthusiastic 

Habitat for Humanity volunteers throughout Southcentral Kentucky. 

When asked if he has any advice for aspiring attorneys or judges, Judge Harris said, “My advice to 

prospective lawyers is this: Write, write, write, write and then write some more. When you have done 

all of that, practice your writing. To prospective judges, try to get as much breadth of experience 

practicing law as you can before you go on the bench, particularly in the litigation arena.”
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Justice William Bedsworth
By Jesse Londin

The California Court of Appeals Justice, writer, humorist, 

sports lover and NHL goal judge, who may just be the 

funniest jurist in the land, stops by LawCrossing this week to 

collect his Law Star.

Welcome to Law Stars, LawCrossing’s sparkling new showcase honoring 

stellar American lawyers. And it is about time. Top stars in all professions 

receive their accolades. Hollywood awards Oscars, Broadway stars win Tonys. 

Athletes take home trophies, rings and MVP awards. Standouts in various fields receive everything 

from Nobel prizes to Pulitzers to Congressional Medals of Honor. And let’s not forget those cool 

little MTV moonmen. Industries and professions recognize excellence or at least notoriety by 

handing out awards as often as possible. Now, here on LawCrossing, each week we will honor and 

celebrate a Law Star - a living, working lawyer whose contributions to the profession and the nation 

are uniquely inspiring to the rest of us.

I am your digital MC and official law stargazer Jesse Londin. I will talk to newly minted Law Stars
about life, careers and working in the trenches of the most celebrated justice system in the world. 

So without further ado, I am delighted to introduce the first Law Star, Justice William W. 

Bedsworth of the California Court of Appeal, perhaps the funniest judge in the land, and yes, 

you can refer to him by his familiar moniker, Beds, but probably not during an appearance in 

his courtroom. 

As jurists across California and beyond know, just ‘to get it out of his system,’ Beds pens the column, 

“A Criminal Waste of Space,” the one-of-a-kind contribution to legal scholarship in which readers 

may find the good judge critiquing California criminal jury instructions in light of the case of a 

mysteriously missing 500-pound pygmy hippopotamus in San Diego, or contemplating profound 

legal issues involving behavior like smuggling monkeys in underwear, or the protected right of 

citizens to give each other the finger. 

Also famously, after hours Justice Bedsworth puts his judicial skills and temperament to the sporting 

test as an NHL goal judge at Mighty Ducks hockey games. 
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This eclectic Law Star — judge, writer, sports lover, self-proclaimed “technopeasant” and humorist 

— was born in Long Beach, California in 1947, where he says, “if you were a smart kid who wasn’t 

good at math or science, they stamped pre-law on your college application and moved on to the next 

kid.” He earned his B.A. from Loyola University and his J.D. from the University of California at 

Berkeley. Justice Bedsworth served as Deputy District Attorney, Orange County before being elected 

judge of Orange County Superior Court where he served for ten years. In 1997, Governor Pete 

Wilson appointed him to the Court of Appeal (4th District), which, he points out, means he has 

“months to consider the problems my colleagues on the trial bench resolve in twenty minutes.”

We caught up with Justice Bedsworth online at the locale he has described as “the epicenter of 

American Libertarianism.” 

Q: Justice Bedsworth — or, may we call you Beds? — how does it feel to be the first-ever winner 

of the soon-to-be highly coveted title of Law Star? How will you celebrate your win? 

A: “Beds” is what everybody calls me. If your name is McGuire, you get stuck with “Mac.” Turns 

out if your name is Bedsworth, you’re Beds. Who knew? I’m thrilled to be named a Law Star.
Until now I’ve been either “the guy who writes the column” or “the guy who wrote the gay 

rights opinion” or “the guy who works for the NHL.” “Law star” is a lot less cumbersome. 

I plan to celebrate by getting a big star to sew onto my robe. After all, if Justice Rehnquist can 

have stripes . . . 

Do I get a trophy or a letterman’s jacket or something? 

Q: A trophy is a great idea. Actually, we’d love to see you in a Law Stars jacket at pro hockey 

games. At the very least, a Law Stars hat, tee shirt or lapel pin. I’ll have to ask my editor.

Now Beds, you are on record as saying, “basic lunacy...is a large part of my psyche...” Do you 

think most lawyers share this trait? To succeed or be happy in legal practice, do you believe it 

may help to be a bit of a lunatic?

A: No, I don’t think lunacy is a plus. I’m an aberration. I really don’t belong here. But I’m having a 

helluva good time. 

Q: Speaking of a good time, in your very funny column, which is now available in your book, 

A Criminal Waste of Time -- by the way, congratulations! -- you write about real cases, law 

and the legal system. Some readers might think you make up some of the really wacky stuff. 

Are your stories all true? Why do you find American jurisprudence often so funny? 

A: I not only don’t make any of it up, I couldn’t. The real world is a lot funnier than I could make 

up. What I can’t figure out is why everybody else misses this stuff. How can the rest of our 
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profession spend so much time on the dull stuff in the daily news and skip right over flying pigs 

and guys who smuggle monkeys in their pants. 

Q: Some people think judges make law. When you decide cases brought by people challenging 

the wisdom of lawmakers, are you not making political judgments? And what is the worst 

legal precedent you ever had to follow?

A: I try very hard not to make law. I’m not sure how well I succeed, because so much of what I 

do is subjective. My view — like everyone else’s — is colored by my life experiences. We don’t 

just react to things differently because of our backgrounds and attitudes, we perceive them 

differently. So what I perceive as a clear distinction between two cases, another justice is liable 

to view as no distinction at all. 

We’re forced to draw very fine lines. Suppose I look at a case and make a judgment about what 

the statute requires, but find that the reading I thought appropriate leads to what I consider an 

unjust result. I’m going to go back and look at the statute some more. The law doesn’t usually 

lead to unjust results, so maybe I’m making a mistake about what the legislature intended. Is 

that being result-oriented or is that having a decent respect for the judgment of the legislators? 

It’s in the eye of the beholder, I’m afraid. 

Worst precedent I ever had to follow? Nothing comes to mind. Law I hate most? Easy: the 

“knock and announce” rule in criminal law. But it’s been around since the 16th century and it 

isn’t going away. I have no problem following it: it’s the law, and I understand and support its 

purpose. But I hate the results it leads to. 

Q: Did you always want to become a judge? If you could be anything other than a judge, what 

would you be and why?

A: I wanted to be a lawyer when I was a sophomore in high school. Maybe earlier; I can’t really 

remember. And I wanted to be a judge the first time one ruled against me. But if I’d had a 

decent high school guidance counselor, I’d be doing play-by-play for the Cucamonga Quakes 

today. I love sports — I’ll watch anything where they keep score — and I love travel, so 

covering baseball or hockey (my favorites) would have been perfect for me. But, truth be told, 

my happiness has always been closely tied to the people around me, and I can’t imagine a nicer 

bunch of people than I’ve found practicing law. 

Q: Since LawCrossing is a career-oriented site, we want to ask: You are only in your fifties but 

you’ve already been a prosecutor, an appellate judge, a writer, and of course, an NHL goal 

judge. Based on your wealth of working experience, what advice would you give law students 

or young lawyers regarding how to set and achieve their goals? What should the next 

generation of lawyers learn from your career? 
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A: Career advice: If you really love it, stick with it; it’ll work. If not, get the hell out and find 

something you do love. If you’re smart enough to be a lawyer, you’re smart enough to do 

something else you like more. The time you spent learning to be a lawyer was not wasted. No 

matter what you do in life, a legal education is a plus. We really do think differently. 

What should you learn from my career? Absolutely nothing. Unless you plan on being as lucky 

as I have been, play it straight. 

Q: You have written that you are “in the process of formulating a theory that for every law 

enacted in California, there is an Orange County Register reader who is violating it — 

purely as a matter of principle.” It does appear that Americans want law, but they also want 

as much freedom from law as feasible. Other than the tendency of movie stars to become 

governors, how is California unique among the state jurisdictions?

A: Remember what I said about the knock and announce rule? It exists because the people who 

founded this nation feared and distrusted authority and sought to hinder government wherever 

they could. People aren’t that different today. They still view government askance and want 

as little of it as possible in their lives — the difference is modern communications have made 

them aware of *some* things they very much want government to do, and they have a hard 

time figuring out how to reconcile those two viewpoints. With the exception of a few hard-core 

ideologues, nobody’s politics are consistent nowadays. 

California is like everyplace else . . . only more so. Our weather is so good we have a full year to 

cultivate craziness rather than just nine months like most everybody else. So we get a bumper 

crop every year. 

Q: Finally, who would you name as your personal Law Stars or role models — living or not?

A: My earliest legal hero was Bill Douglas — strange choice of role model for a guy appointed to 

the bench by a Republican governor. But it was hard not to admire the fire in his belly. Now I 

use Douglas as a constant reminder of what I can’t do. I can’t impose my own sense of equity 

on legislative choice. They were elected to make those decisions and they have lots of experts 

advising them about the areas in which they legislate. I have neither their mandate nor their 

resources; it’s unlikely I can make a better call based simply on my gut sense about what’s “right.” 

My other hero is Benjamin Robbins Curtis, who dissented in Dred Scott, left the court over 

its decision in the case, and later represented Andrew Johnson at his impeachment trial. Now 

that’s a guy with some serious huevos. 

And for living role models, too many to list. I’ve been blessed. 






