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During my own early years at the bar, to which I was 
admitted in 1958, I had the good fortune to see in action some 
of the legendary stars of the criminal defense bar, including 
Lemuel Schofield, John Patrick Walsh, Garfield Levy, and 
Cecil B. Moore. They were indeed the stuff of legend.

And, then, there was The Legend, a lawyer talked about 
by anyone who had ever seen him in action, celebrated in 
numerous apocryphal courtroom tales, but seldom – and by 
me, never – seen in action. The stories about him were legion, 
and they were made all the more intriguing by the seeming 
gap between the perception and reality; and one was never 
sure which version was which.

No description of him ever omitted words like “untidy,” 
“unkempt” and “eccentric.” He was described as being heavy-
set, bespectacled, generally unshaven, with his shirt straining 
to remain buttoned over his belly, and chomping on a cigar. 
He practiced alone out of a dingy, cluttered office in the  
1300 block of Spruce Street, which, according to legend, was 
as historically untidy as he. 

On the other hand, every description 
of him also celebrated his genius in the 
courtroom and his brilliance as a legal 
strategist, who had actually argued and 
won a case in the U.S. Supreme Court. 
To top it off, he was always spoken of 
as being gruff, crass, fresh, quick-witted 
and possessed of a Philadelphia accent 
that more often than not sounded like 
it belonged on the waterfront than in a 
courtroom. He was a character straight 
out of a Damon Runyon story.  

The Legend was named Jacob 
Kossman, and during his long career, 

he represented many celebrated clients, including Teamsters 
Union President Jimmy Hoffa; Albert Anastasia, former head 
of “Murder, Inc.”; Angelo Bruno, the Philadelphia mob boss 
slain in front of his home after dining with Kossman; and mob 
figures Frank Palermo, Frank Costello and Antonio Corallo.

Jake died on a Sunday in March 1989, at Fox Chase Cancer 
Center. He was 79. Jake’s obituary quoted Jeff Miller who, 
with Carmen Nasuti, both former federal prosecutors, shared 
offices with Jake in his later years: “He was the last of a 
legend, the last of the Damon Runyon lawyers in Philadelphia. 
He was a genius and he was eccentric. He was a master.”

The classic Jake Kossman story, which everyone seemed to 
know, told of how, when trying a serious criminal case, in a 
wrinkled, ill-fitting, mismatched pants and jacket, wearing a 
tie that only made it half-way to his belt, knelt down before 
the jury while making his closing argument, apologized for his 
appearance and gruff manner, and asked the jury, rhetorically, 
whether the defendant would have hired someone like him 

Philadelphia has had more than its share of legendary 
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“bios” of some 200 Legends of the Bar.  
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if he were guilty. And, as legend had it, the jury agreed and 
acquitted his client.

On the day when I heard the anecdote I am about to relate, 
Jake was holding court and conducting an informal seminar 
for his officemates, Carmen and Jeff, one of his clients, an 
older gentleman he called “Ange,” and a visitor (me). 

“Had an interesting experience,” he said, “interesting, 
and unfortunately one that is becoming increasingly more 
common. Let me tell you about it. Maybe you can tell me 
how you would’ve handled it. Guy comes in yesterday 
afternoon to discuss hiring me. Interesting little guy, a little 
full of himself, with an interesting little problem without any 
obvious complications. Something I thought he could resolve 
himself with a couple of phone calls with the advice I was 
going to give him.

“After he outlined the 
problem, I told him I would take 
care of it for $750, or I could 
tell him what to do to take care 
of it himself for $500. As I said, 
it was a simple matter, and just 
as I thought he would, he chose 
the $500 option, after getting me 
to promise to take care of it for 
the $250 balance if he did not 
succeed. A smart, thinking-ahead 
kind of guy, I thought.

“He copied down my 
instructions, wrote me out a 
check for $500, thanked me, and 
left.

“With the weekend coming 
up, and knowing I would pass 
his bank on the way home, I 
took the check with me to cash. 
I guess I had it in the back of my 
mind that he already had all my 
advice, and all I had was a piece 
of paper until I converted it into 
cash; and as I said, the weekend 
was on its way.

“Imagine my un-surprise,” 
he continued, “when his bank 
told me he only had $450 in his 
bank account and they could not cash the check. Now,” he 
concluded, “anybody have any suggestions as about what to 
do in that situation, how I should handle it?”

Among three of us there, Carmen, Jeff and me (Ange just 
listened), we had several suggestions:  I don’t remember 
which of us said what, but our recommended courses of action 
included filing a suit in Small Claims Court; filing a private 
criminal complaint, trying to enjoin the erstwhile client from 
using the advice; waiting until the following payday to try to 
cash the check, or just depositing it, hoping it would clear by 
the time it got to his bank.

“Good thinkin’,” said Jake. “All of you, good thinkin’. 
But I had a simpler solution. I just took $50 outta my pocket, 
deposited it into his account, and the bank cashed the check. 
So,” he said, raising a paper cup in a mock toast, “today’s 

lesson is, never let your legal knowledge interfere with your 
common sense. The simplest solution is often the one we 
overlook trying too hard to be lawyers.”

That was more than 25 years ago. I have thought about 
Jake’s words of wisdom hundreds of times in the interim when 
confronted with a problem I hadn’t encountered before; and, 
once in a while, lateral thinking has saved the day.  

I also had occasion to think about Jake while watching a 
movie several years ago, in which Al Pacino, playing a lawyer 
mentoring a young associate, offered the following words of 
advice:  “Never let them see you coming.”

Jake would’ve loved it.
POST-SCRIPT

As a courtesy to Jeff Miller, Jake’s latter-day associate, I 
sent him the foregoing anecdote 
to read and confirm; which he 
did, and then reminded me of the 
following “Jake story”

On one occasion, Jake was 
consulted by a woman for a 
second opinion and possible 
change of counsel in connection 
with a divorce matter. The 
matter about which she sought 
Jake’s counsel was not all that 
complicated, but she spent the 
better part of an hour expounding 
on the failure of her soon-to-be 
erstwhile counsel’s deficiencies, 
seemingly ending each Faulkner-
like chapter of her screed with the 
same whining complaint; that the 
attorney to whom she had paid a 
substantial fee had done nothing.

That was the mantra with 
which she ended each tirade. 
“And I asked him to do any 
number of things over and over, 
and he never followed through. 
In fact, he didn’t do anything I 
asked. I paid him the fee he asked 
for, and he never did anything.”

Jake, apparently having 
heard enough to decide whether to take the woman’s case, 
interrupted her tirade.

Excuse me, madam,” he said, “how much did you say you 
paid that lawyer?”

Drawing herself up in her chair, she replied with indignation 
appropriate to the complaint, “I paid him $25,000 six months 
ago, and he hasn’t done anything. Anything!” 

“Outrageous!” Jake thundered. “Twenty-five thousand 
indeed! I would have taken your case and done nothing for 
$10,000.”

Steve LaCheen (slacheen@slacheen.cnc.net), a partner with 
Lacheen Wittels & Greenberg, is a member of the Editorial 
Board of The Philadelphia Lawyer.

Teamsters’ President Jimmy Hoffa confers with 
attorney Jacob Kossman at U.S. District Court in April 
1960 prior to the start of Hoffa’s trial on corruption 
charges. Photo by Bettman/CORBIS
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