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“I’m Still Walking, So I’'m Sure I Can Dance”

By Kate Neiswender

1 have always suspected thar civil lawyers
and criminal lawyers are different species.
On Friday, June 19th, my suspicions were
confirmed when I - a civil lawyer, a land-use-
business-litigation sort of lawyer — crashed the
party for the annual Ventura County Criminal
Defense Bar Association awards banquet,

I had to go, as Jay Leiderman was getting
the Joyce Yoshioka award for “Outstanding
Contributions to the Criminal Justice System.”
Jay wasn't to be the only award recipient that
night, but I know Jay because he and others ac
the Public Defender’s Office have, on vccasiorn,
contributed to my delinquency, hanging out
in (formerly smaoke-filled) bars, hunched over
Jack Daniels and telling stories of murder
trials and the trapedies of being born poor,
left uneducated, and running with the wrong
crowd. Jay once told me a heart-breaking
story of an 18 year-old convicted of murder,
when Jay tried desperately for 2 manslaughter
verdict. e was a good kid, said Jay, justina
bad situation. Jay described the chlorinated
halls of prison, places reeling of chemicals and
pain, using the words of a poer and the voice
of a prophet lost in the wilderness.

So when Jay very belatedly sent out an email
" asldng his friends to come to the awards dinner,
T had to go to show my support, to buy hima
drink. Hewrote, “The RSVP date has passed,
but we are criminal attorneys and we love
deadlines — especially the whooshing sound
they make a5 they zoom by.” Based on that
sage advice, I sent in my money and showed
_ up on Friday night.

T expected a bar dinner, a civil dinner, the kind
where people talk politely and quietly and a
burst of laughter over the hum of voices is the
exception, not the rule.

Wow. Was 1 wrong. This was a party, a
cacophony of voices in which the primary
. topics of conversation were “Who has extra
drink tickets?” and “Can we keep Jay sober
for his speech?”

- . Criminal lawyers live larger than civil lawyers.
Whille land use lawyers speak in whispers over
salmon croquettes, devising legal machinations
and positioning clients for things thar won't
happen for a decade or more, these are lawyers
who live one jury trial 1o the nexr, gathering
in the Victoria Pub to swear at some violation

of rights by the Districe Attorney’s office, And
swear they do, and did, often and consistenty
at the awards dinner.

Public Defender Rebelah Mathis, less than

three years out of law school, was piven a
special recognition for her outrageous schedule
defending misdemeanors, a schedulé which
would lill a civil lawyer. Tn one week, Rebelah
started a jury trinl Monday and finished
Tuesday, started another trial Wednesday und
finished Thursday, and started 2 thied trial on
Friday. She won two of the chree.

Rebekah stood up to accept the award by first
apologizing. She warned everyone that she
wasn't very good at not swearing. She then
delivered a stand-up routine concerring a
couple of her cases that had everyone laughing
out loud.

She is obviously more than a comedian. She
has, in her shore time with the PDYs office,
completed dozens of cases, and has won about
two-thirds of them. If you know anything

about criminal law, this is a statstic thar beats

Kobe Bryant, Babe Ruth and Wayne Grewsky
put tagether. '

The next award went to veteran PI} Rod
Kodman, who was given the Richard Erwin
Award for Excellence. Rod filed dozens of
mations in the past three years, and has
completed numerous fclony jury wials. e
was described as a machine who pobbles
up staff time, interns and other lawyers in a
relentless drive to protect his clients. While
Rod himself was the mast quier and most
brief speaker of the night, his introduction
included a power point presentation by Chief
Deputy PD Howard Asher. Apparently, Rod
is 50 charismatic that almost all of the young
lawyers who intern at the PD’s office wrote
lnter to thanle Rod - Rod, no onc else, just Rod
— for being able to worls for him. As Howard
explained, technically the interns worked far
the PD's office, not just Rod. But the interns
didn’t know that. They thanked Rod far his
guidance, his teaching skills, and his generosicy.
While Howard didn't say so, T got the feeling
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"When people ask me how I'm doing, I rell
them, ‘T'm siill walking.” That’s a line from a
Grateful Dead song, Whart I don’t well them
is the next line: T'm still walling, so I know I
can dance.” And that's what this is all about,”
Criminal law, he said, was all abour the dance.
You keep going, even when the chance of
winning is low, because somerimes it is the’
battle that is important, not the war.

]ay' spoke of battles won and lose. He won
the Joyce Yoshioka Award for winning a long
bartle against the City of Ventura, helping
keep the homeless our of jail for meanirigless
affenses. Buy he ratked of another he last just
two days before, and telling the exuberant
and not completely sober crowd that he loved -
the other members of his firm for going into
bartle with him. He went on for a very long
time, finally —and T chink accidentally — saying
“shank you,” thus prompting his ladylove o

whisk i off 0 much applause. PAUL D. FRITZ, ESQ.

It's:%a differencworld in the criminal courss, The : CR_EATIVE _D ISP UTE RE SOLUTION -

defense bar is concerned with Constitutional
rights, life and death. In otherareas of the law,
our canvas may be more inrticare bur not so
breathmakingly large, so tied to the foundadons
of democracy. And those who paint that canvas
are also more colorful, more eccentric, more
electric ar times than their civil brethren. And
T can't even imagine a bunch of civil lawyers
haying that much fun.

¢ECONOMY?

This was a celebration of who they are and whar
they do, and the grandness and spectacle of life,
As Jay Leiderman said, “This is not what I do,
ir's who T am.”
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to the VCCDBA for its extraordinary worle in Mediation!
Tl see you at the Pub. '

Congratulations to the award recipients, and
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