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When Lisa Perrochet ap-
pealed Kirk v. First Ameri-
can Title to the Second 
District Court of Appeal 

last year, interest was extremely high. Two 
dozen large law firms, looking for a court 
rule that would allow ethical walls for 
avoiding conflicts of interest, joined as am-
ici curiae. The Second District justices 
seemed interested, too, providing three 
hours for argument.

The dispute concerned whether a trial 
judge had legitimately disqualified Son-
nenschein Nath & Rosenthal in litigation 
over a lengthy and expensive class ac-
tion. First American had paid the Sonn-
enschein attorneys more than $5 million, 
but another lawyer at the firm had once 
held a 17-minute phone call with plain-
tiffs’ counsel in which plaintiffs’ counsel 
shared confidential information about 
the case.

Sonnenschein built an ethical wall 
around the lawyer, but as the Second 
District noted, California law was fuzzy 
around the acceptance of ethical walls. 
Still, not recognizing them “would have 
created a conflicts nightmare and a se-
vere encroachment on lawyer mobility, 
plus the right of clients to choose their 
own lawyers — which California law rec-
ognizes as a key right,” said Martin Che-
cov, a partner in the San Francisco office 
of O’Melveny & Myers and the firm’s gen-
eral counsel.

Fortunately for Perrochet and the amici, 
the Second District disagreed with other 
appellate courts that have been skepti-
cal of ethical walls, saying their view was 
“outdated.”

“The instant 
case illustrates the 
changing land-
scape of legal prac-
tice,” Justice H. Wal-
ter Croskey wrote. 
“We are concerned 
with the tainted at-
torney working in a 
different geograph-
ical office and in a 
different practice 
group from the at-
torneys with re-
sponsibility for the 
litigation. These 
are not attorneys 
discussing their 
cases regularly, passing each other in the 
hallways, or at risk of accidentally sharing 
client confidences at lunch.”

Croskey went on to lay out several best 
practices for effective use of ethical walls. 
The California Supreme Court declined 
to review the case.

“There was almost this urban myth 
that California didn’t recognize ethical 
walls,” Perrochet said. “When you looked 
out at the real world, that’s not what was 
happening. Attorneys were using ethical 
walls, and they needed ethical walls be-
cause the practice of law is so different 
than it was 30 or 40 years ago.” 

Kirk was one highlight in a busy year for 
Perrochet, an appellate specialist at Enci-
no’s Horvitz & Levy. With a 4-3 Supreme 
Court decision, she won an appeal for 
Philip Morris USA over a wrongful death 
suit filed by the wife of a smoker who suc-
cumbed to lung cancer. She also dabbled 

in Hollywood contracts, getting a summa-
ry judgment overturned for a former busi-
ness manager of TV star Lisa Kudrow.

The good-humored Perrochet said she 
feels in her element “sitting at my com-
puter, doing the most arcane research 
into the depths of the law.”

A linguistics major, Perrochet spent col-
lege summers working at her father’s liti-
gation firm, Acret & Perrochet. She joined 
Horvitz & Levy straight out of Loyola Law 
School of Los Angeles in 1987.

“I love puzzles (anything except sudo-
ku),” she said. “I love looking behind the 
language. When you’re at the appellate 
level, you’re not just looking for the hold-
ing. You’re looking for how the holding 
came to be. You can argue public policy 
and grammar and punctuation — that’s 
just a lot of fun to me.

“Winning is really good, too.” 
— Kate Moser

Lisa Perrochet
Horvitz & Levy

JA
SO

N
 D

O
IY

Reprinted with permission from the March 7, 2011 online edition of The Recorder. © Copyright 2011. ALM Media Properties, LLC. All rights reserved. 
Further duplication without permission is prohibited. For information, call 415.490.1050 or aholian@alm.com. 

THE RECORDER . MONDAY, FEBRUARY 22, 2010 11

SPECIAL SECTION

 Persistence. Tenacity. Determination. Those character-
istics came up again and again as  The Recorder  took stock 
of its 2009 Attorneys of the Year.

  From Michael Bien, who’s been litigating prison rights 
case  Coleman v. Schwarzenegger  for two decades, to Peter 
Kerman, who spent the better part of a year negotiating 
Genentech Inc.’s sale to Roche Holding, to Elliot Peters, 
whose eight-year fight for the wrongly imprisoned John 
Tennison yielded a $4.6 million settlement, tenacity was a 
key ingredient of success. 

  “She’s patient and she’ll keep plugging away for as long 
as it takes,” is how a former supervisor described another 
one of our honorees, Assistant U.S. Attorney Ioana Pe-

trou. The same could be said for most if not all of the 
attorneys on our list.

  This is the first time  The Recorder  has recognized Attor-
neys of the Year. Our goal is to honor practicing lawyers 
who made big headlines through the achievement of tan-
gible results for a client in California during the last year. 
We requested nominations in November and received 
about 40. Our editorial board exercised its independent 
judgment to select the honorees both from that list and 
from the legal community at large. We announced the 
winners in December.

  “Countless attorneys get good results for clients every 
day of the year,”  Recorder  Editor-in-Chief Scott Graham 

said. “We felt these 16 obtained something tangible, and 
made headlines, in a way that truly stood out.”

  Our Attorneys of the Year range from a plaintiff attor-
ney at a three-lawyer shop to the chairman of the corpo-
rate practice for an 1,800-lawyer international law firm. 
The achievements include a hard-fought criminal con-
viction and a shocking acquittal, a $49 million personal 
injury award, a Ninth Circuit opinion setting out broad 
new principles of Fourth Amendment law, and the sale 
of Spider-Man.

  Read on to learn more about our 2009 Attorneys of the 
Year. 

  — Recorder Staff

Persistence pays off


