
DANIELLA PRICE: Tell me about your background. 

STEVE LACHEEN: I was born in Philadelphia on June 15,  
1934.  I’ve lived here my entire life except for some periodic 
times away – summers, a couple years I was away at school, 
that kind of thing.  But I’ve lived in Philadelphia my entire 
life. 

Why did you want to become a lawyer?       
My father wanted me to be a doctor, but my mother told me 
I’d better find a profession where I could make a living talking 
because I couldn’t do much of anything else.  It was the dream 

to have your son be a doctor.  If you were second 
generation born in this country, which was my 
generation, you were expected to become a 
professional. My father was a businessman. 
Unfortunately, he hated lawyers because his 
older brother was a lawyer who couldn’t make 
a living and ended up working for my father.  
My father, of course, then believed that I could 
never make a living as a lawyer. 

How long have you been a lawyer? 
I’ve been practicing for 60 years. I was admitted 
to the bar in Florida in 1957, and I was admitted 
here in Philadelphia in June 1958.  Everything 
happens in June! 

How has the practice of law evolved in 
those 60 years?
I don’t think you have the time to write how the practice has 
evolved.  But the way in which the practice has evolved most 
is digitization. The “speeding-up” process has completely 
changed the practice of law, and I think it has contributed to 
its being less enjoyable than when I first started.  The “social” 
aspect of the practice has been sacrificed on the altar of 
“speedy communication.”  

There were, of course, fewer restrictions then.  I think what’s 
happened over the years is that the profession doesn’t trust its 
own lawyers.  The profession keeps inventing and reinventing 
more restrictions, more rules, more regulations. A lot of it has 
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“I
n order to give meaning to our existence, 
we must believe we can make a difference; 
and we must act as if we do.” These are the 
prophetic words written by Steve LaCheen in 

this magazine’s Summer 2005 editor’s column titled “Legacy.” 
Lacheen is the epitome of the “Philadelphia Lawyer,” both literally 
and figuratively. Born and raised in Philadelphia, he has practiced 
law for six decades, and he is the longest-serving member on 
editorial board of The Philadelphia Lawyer, serving for 43 years.  
His knowledge, advice and stories could fill volumes of issues, so 
imagine the challenge of distilling the legacy of Steve LaCheen 
into one. He graduated from the University of Pennsylvania and 
the University of Miami School of Law.
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Things that have happened to me in the practice are things 
that, had I sought them out, never would have happened, like 

arguing a case in the U.S. Supreme Court.

to do with a large increase in the number of people who have 
become lawyers. Also, some of them didn’t practice the way 
we were taught to practice, and I think that it’s been harmful 
for the profession.  Women will change it, though. Women are 
changing the profession.

How have you managed to adjust and stay relevant 
with all these changes? 
You’re assuming I’m relevant.  I’ve never stopped doing 
what I’m doing, and I always believed that if I did what I 
was supposed to do, and I did it right, then everything would 
be all right.  I never thought that I would shoot the moon, so 
to speak.  If I just stayed and did a good job, things would 
work out, and I’d be able to take care of my family.  That was, 
basically, what I wanted; to do a good job, but one of the wild 
cards in life is its randomness.  Things that have happened to 
me in the practice are things that, had I sought them out, never 

would have happened, like arguing a case in the U.S. Supreme 
Court.

That never could have happened if it had been a goal 
of mine; I never would have achieved it.  It occurred by 
happenstance, at complete random.  It’s a great story, but too 
long to tell, although I wrote it up and it was published in the 
Fall 2001 issue of The Philadelphia Lawyer.  You can’t count 
on the random roll of the dice coming your way, but if you 
work hard and you do every single thing that you’re supposed 
to do, the randomness is just as likely to work for you.  

Even today, the way in which cases are tried, it’s the utter 
randomness, very often, that makes the decision at the end 
of the day. If we had machines, and both sides plugged in all 
the details of the case, and the machine could answer it, you 
would probably get the same result in every case.  You would 
get a uniform result, but completely lose the human factor.  

One of the benefits, but also one of the detriments of having 
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30 judges in a pool to whom any case can be assigned, often 
can be the determining factor in the outcome.  It’s that judge 
and that judge’s personality. Let’s put it this way, I could have 
the same case in front of two different judges.  The first judge 
hands down a wonderful sentence to the client that won’t 
destroy the next two decades of the client’s life. The second 
judge could put the client in cold storage for the next few 
decades. Very often, there is no way around that and there’s 
no equalizer. 

As lawyers, our charter is to try to understand who that 
judge is and what argument and presentation would be the 
most appealing.  While you are learning the playing field, you 
also have to learn something about the referee.  I don’t mean 
that you pander to them, but you ought to know if a judge has 
got some predilections that he or she has already put on the 
record over the years. You don’t want to walk into something, 
and it runs over you like a juggernaut.     

  
How did your practice become criminal defense?  
Well, it morphed into that, it went from a general practice to 
a practice that was a state criminal law practice, and then, 
that morphed into a federal criminal law practice.  In the mid-
1960s to the mid-1970s, it was the U.S. Supreme Court that 
paved the way by ruling that the Fourth Amendment applied 
to state searches and seizures.  The Supreme Court decided 
Mapp v. Ohio in 1961,  and that was all she wrote.  We were 
ahead of the police.  They hadn’t yet learned about the open 
bag of dope and the gun sliding out from underneath the car 
seat.  I got this reputation for being a great trial lawyer before 
I ever actually tried more than a half-dozen trials because we 
were winning cases on suppression rulings.   

As the most senior member of the editorial board 
of The Philadelphia Lawyer, how long have you 
served?
I made my first submission after spending the summer of 1974 
working as a solicitor’s clerk in London – an essay on the 

English system of criminal justice, which encompassed the 
entire February 1975 issue of the magazine.  I was invited to 
join the editorial board, and I’ve been on the board ever since 
– 43 years.   

 
What is the epitome of the Philadelphia lawyer?      
The TPL Board has just spent a year talking about what 
the term “Philadelphia Lawyer” means. It has several 
meanings.  Originally, Andrew Hamilton was designated as 
the Philadelphia Lawyer.  I wrote something of an expose on 
Hamilton, who was not a nice person and had been charged 
with stealing from widows and orphans while he was clerk 
of court.  Additionally, my fellow editorial board member, M. 
Kelly Tillery, discovered that he was a slave owner.

However, the term originally referred to a lawyer who would 
take on a case that no one else would take, meaning a case 
that could generate personal antagonism toward the lawyer, 
and going above and beyond the call of duty.  Hamilton got 
his reputation representing John Peter Zenger, whose trial 
exemplifies several propositions.  The first is that truth is a 
defense to a defamation charge. The second is that the state 
can’t force a lawyer on you. In that case Zenger insisted 
on picking his own lawyer because the lawyer assigned 
to him was under the sway of the State of New York. The 
third proposition is that a jury has the power of nullification.  
Hamilton took the unpopular case and he represented the 
defendant, who was acquitted.  

Then, over the years, the term Philadelphia Lawyer came to 
mean something else.  It developed the negative connotation 
of being a little “too sharp,” a little too smart for one’s own 
good; playing a little too close to the line.  However, it didn’t 
have any aura of impropriety. What does it mean now?  I don’t 
know, I guess it depends, like almost everything, on context. 

What is the secret to telling a great story? 
I don’t think there is a secret.  Somebody asked me, “What 
else do you do?  Oh, I know; you’re a writer.”  And my answer 
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was, “No, I’m not a writer.”  I have told stories, but I have 
never felt that I’ve had the ability to sit down and say, “Now, 
I am going to write a story.”  It doesn’t happen that way for 
me.  I sometimes get up at 2 a.m., sit and write for an hour, 
then put the pen down and go back to bed.  Other people write 
differently.  There are writers who will say, “Today, I’m gonna 
write my 500 words,” and they’ll sit down and write 500 
words.  I can’t do that.  It’s a story, it just pops into my head.   

There’s no magic to it and, frankly, I think that’s what 
people like.  I’ve written two different kinds of pieces. Most 
of the stories I’ve written are about 
old cases. The people are dead, and 
the case is over. Very often there’s 
something unexpected that makes it 
ironic or at least a little bit unusual. 
I have also written some flash fiction.  
By “flash,” I mean short.  The law 
stories are all true, though.  

In 60 years, I’ve put a lot of miles 
on the road.  I guess I’ve tried several 
thousand cases.  I have never kept 
count of kept score. 

What advice would you give a 
young lawyer?
About 10 years ago, I wrote a letter 
to 50 or 60 people and asked that 
very question.  And they gave their 
answers in two or three sentences.  I 
got answers from judges, from friends 
who were lawyers, from people who 
were not lawyers, people here and 
people from other parts of the country.  I compiled them all, 
and if the magazine runs out of material, it would fill a full 
issue; I hope they’ll run that “Variarum of Advice for the 
Young Lawyer.”  

What was the best advice you received?
Be yourself, especially if you’re an attorney.  People know 
phoniness; they smell it.  It’s why we have anything that even 
resembles justice in the criminal justice system. When you 
have a case that can be tried, the surest way of getting a result 
that really is a rough approximation of justice is through the 
jury system.  Juries put aside their predilections, and they 
listen. They know who is telling the truth and who is not. That 

goes for the lawyer as well as the litigants in the case. 
When I was growing up, there was always one guy who 

caught the ball with one hand.  We would all be running out 
there trying to catch the ball, and there’d be that one guy.  
There are lawyers like that.  They walk into a courtroom and 
their stamp is on that case.  I can name dozens, most of them 
are dead now, but when those lawyers were on a case, you 
knew that they would make that case their own.  If you’re 
asking about me, though, I never wanted that stamp.  

The best advice anybody ever gave to a lawyer comes out 
of a movie “The Devil’s Advocate” 
when Al Pacino says, “Ho-hah! Never 
let them see you coming.” I don’t 
mean sneak attack; just don’t always 
telegraph what you’re going to do.  It’s 
not always about you, because different 
cases want and need different flavors of 
representation.  Some want that loud-
mouth.  Some want the guy who’s 
clumsy and drops things.  Sometimes, 
the client wants somebody who’s 
soft-spoken and makes a modulated 
presentation. Sometimes the case 
requires a screamer. It’s the case that 
determined how I would approach it.  

There was a probation officer who 
would, when preparing a pre-sentence 
report, ask the defendant, “What’s your 
favorite animal?”  If the defendant 
would say, “I like elephants,” the 
officer’s report would say, “Wants to be 
big and tough and step on everybody.”     

Whatever animal a defendant chose, the P.O. would relate the 
choice to a negative trait, an anti-social negative trait.

After about three or four cases with that officer, I thought, 
let’s see what we can do to get out of this, so I talked to my 
client.  When asked about his favorite animal, my client said it 
was the Sphinx.  The officer asked, “Why would you pick the 
Sphinx?”  My client answered, “Because he keeps his mouth 
shut and don’t put his foot in his mouth.”   

I told that story because I always felt that the only animal 
I would have ever identified with would have been the 
chameleon, because I always tried to take on the protective 
coloration of the case at hand. 

When I was growing 
up, there was always 
one guy who caught 

the ball with one 
hand.  We would all 

be running out there 
trying to catch the 
ball, and there’d be 
that one guy.  There 
are lawyers like that.
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What advice would you give senior lawyers who 
are encountering a new generation of lawyers 
who don’t look like them, who don’t have their 
experience and who are lawyering in a different 
climate?
That’s a question that requires a sea-change answer.  We all, 
at some point, become comfortable in who we are, to such an 
extent that we eventually become uncomfortable with trying 
to change. It becomes more and more difficult.  It’s like the 
bones in your body.  The cartilage wears away and your joints 
start to crack.

I’m a little different – the story of my life.  I was, for almost 
all my life, the youngest person no matter where I was. I 
made a remark about June. I think that my entire life has been 
affected enormously by the fact that was I born on June 15.  
Back then, you started school in the fall of the following year 
if your birthday was after June 30.  

I started school a year younger than everybody else in my 
class, and I got on a track.  I finished grade school at 12.  I 
finished high school at 15.  I finished college at 18.  I finished 
law school at 22.  That was the mark of my life; how I related 
to other people, and other people related to me in that capacity.  

I graduated from the University of Pennsylvania.  I went to 
my 65th reunion this year. There were only several dozen left 
in my class, I’m sorry to say.  I was a kid.  I showed up to my 
first day of college in jeans, or dungarees as they called them 
then.  The Dean of admissions said to my mother, “Penn men 

don’t dress that way.”  My mother said, “Penn men?  He’s 16 
years old.  You let him in.”    

It’s a trap because when you relate to the rest of the world 
that way, and the rest of the world relates to you that way, one 
day you look around in the room and you’re the oldest son-of-
a-gun there, and people are calling you “mister” and “sir,” and 
you can’t be that kid anymore. You have to adapt. Every day, 
it starts over, and you take everything that you’ve known, but 
it’s not etched in stone.  It’s still able to be erased and worked 
over and changed again. 

So, how does it feel to be … How old are you now, 
anyway?
Well, it all depends on the circumstances and the company I’m 
in, who I am with.  Sometimes I say I’m 48, and then, when I 
get the funny look, I just say I’m dyslexic.   

Anything you would like to add?
An encore?  How about a reprise.  You could re-run my 
editorial column from the Summer 2005 issue, without the 
pictures.  That’ll do.      

Daniella R. Price (dprice@mcda-law.com) is an associate at 
McDonnell & Associates, P.C. and a member of the Editorial 
Board of The Philadelphia Lawyer.


