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The making of an American criminal trial attorney
By JOY HAMPTON news4@claremoreprogress.com


[image: image1.emf]
(Editor’s Note: This is third in a four-part series on 
Claremore attorney Jack Gordon, Jr., and some of Rogers 
County’s most infamous murder trials.)


Some things burn in a man’s craw and he just has to do something about it.


Claremore attorney Jack Gordon, Jr. defended his first murder case in 1975.  Despite a confession and strong evidence against his client, he got her off on manslaughter with a suspended sentence handed down by the judge.


“There was nothing artful about it,” said Gordon. He felt he had done a poor job as a trial attorney and

was determined to get better.  


To that end, he attended a week long course put on by the American Trial Lawyers Association.  It was in Reno, Nev. and it was expensive.


“I didn’t have a hell of a lot of money, but I told my wife, ‘if I’m going to continue to do this, I need to go,’” said Gordon.  


The best trial lawyers in the country taught the special workshops on jury selection, opening statements, direct and cross examinations, closing arguments, and the psychology of trials.


Now an experienced trial attorney, Gordon teaches his art to other young hopefuls. In his opinion jury selection and opening statement are the most critical elements of a good defense.


In Gordon’s opening statement he tells the jury the story of what he’s going to prove. That statement

must be factual, he said, or he will lose credence with the jurors at the end of the trial.


He must prove what he says he will prove.


“If I but tell one lie, they’ll give it back to me in spades,” he said.


Gordon said he does not ask a client if he or she is guilty or innocent.


“Doesn’t make any difference,” he said.


True to criminal trial ethics, Gordon believes in his role in the system, and that every person accused

of a crime is deserving of the best possible defense. He starts preparations for defense by sending out an investigator to gather the facts.


“It’s my job,” he said . “I’m very dedicated to my clients. My clients come first in my life.”


While Gordon works with other members of the American College of Trial Lawyers in death penalty cases from time to time, in general, he’s a loner. He prefers to handle his own jury selection rather than relying on experts in that field as is popular with some attorneys these days.


“I don’t delegate authority very well, and I don’t work with other people very well,” he said, grinning.

Over the years, Gordon has defended clients charged with white and blue collar crime, rape, child molestation, armed robbery and murder.


“I’ve never defended an arson case, which are very very interesting , by the way,” said Gordon. “It’s a dangerous crime, arson. The most dangerous crimes are arson, armed robbery and murder because someone can get killed in any one of those.”


In general, he finds those who’ve committed armed robbery as not bright but very dangerous.  It’s a crime that seldom turns out well for either victims or perpetrators. Despite the number of clients charged with violent crime he’s defended,  Gordon has not been concerned for his personal safety.


“I’ve never been afraid of a client,” said Gordon. But he was bothered by one, Jackie Roberson, long after the trial.


“He’s dead now, shot in the back by a cop.”


Roberson came to Oklahoma by writ out of San Quentin. He was charged with kidnapping and armed robbery.  Roberson had long, stringy red hair, a mustache and tattoos running up his forearms.


“He was one mean lookin’ dude,” said Gordon.


That had to change before the jury saw him. To get Roberson ready for trial, Gordon had his hair cut, shaved his mustache, and bought a long-sleeved white shirt and black pants for his client to wear. It was a court appointment and there was no money, so Gordon paid for the clothes out of his own pocket.


It worked. Under the mustache, Roberson had a baby face.

“Jackie looked as clear as the driven snow,” said Gordon.  “He looked like one of those regular Joes off the street.”


Later Roberson was released and came to visit Gordon. He was scary and the feeling was “eerie,” said

Gordon. He wanted some property back and thought Gordon could arrange it.


“He was a killer,” said Gordon.  


While Gordon believes it is imperative to tell the story the evidence will prove in the opening statement and then follow through as one of the most important aspects of the case, a well done closing argument seals the deal.


“I always ask rhetorical questions in closing argument,” he said.


During a trial, he’ll pick one or two jurors that he believes are with him and will make eye contact and talk specifically to them. In Oklahoma, criminal trials require a unanimous verdict.


In one case, Gordon got the “not guilty” verdict and some surprising feedback afterwards from a juror.

“After the trial, a lady on the back row wanted to be on permanent jury duty,” he said.  “She said she had never been so interested and challenged in her life.”


Gordon takes death penalty cases as a way of giving back.


“I owe it to the Bar and to the people of my community,” he said.


Attorneys in virtually all death penalty cases are appointed, he said.


“Nobody can afford to hire a private lawyer in a death penalty case,” said Gordon.


While some members of the community may not understand the importance of this service, it is part of the American system where we have the presumption of innocence until proven guilty. The Oklahoma Indigent Defense System is an integral part of protecting this American liberty.


“They’re damn good lawyers and they’re dedicated and they care,” said Gordon.  “Not every state has that.”


Gordon’s first death penalty case is still the most notorious one, and he credits it as the case that made him the attorney he is today.


In that case, Gordon defended Gary Allen Walker for killing 25-year-old Tulsa radio reporter, Valerie Shaw-Hartzell.


To be continued...






