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Defense

The Very Poor, The Very Rich . ..

Dick DeGuerin Stands Bebind The Very Notorious

His clients live everywhere from the posh
boulevards of River Oaks to the mean streets of
Houston's barrios.

As 1988 unfolds, criminal defense attorney
Dick DeGuerin’s name keeps cropping up in the
news, linked to cases of the very poor and the
very rich — the upwardly moblle and the down
and out.

To wit:

[In February a man who mows lawns for a
living was charged with capital murder in a free-
way shootout. DeGuerin took the case after
friends chipped in to pay the attorney’s fee.

O The same month when investigators arrived
at socialite Carolyn Farb’s River Oaks home to
look into possible credit card abuse with a home
computer by her son, Farb called DeGuerin to
the scene.

OO0 When the Alley Theatre board of directors
fired Artistic/Executive Director Pat Brown, De-
Guerin was at her side to protest the action
before the board.

0 When former Houstonian-turned-drug-
smuggler Steven Kalish was on trial in Florida
for setting up a multi-million dollar drug ring,
DeGuerin defended him. Kalish’s testimony
helped indict Panamanian strongman Manuel
Noriega.

O In May when Houston Police officér James
Cebula was charged with rape while on duty,
DeGuerin took the case.

And the years 1986 and 1987 were not exact-
ly low profile. DeGuerin defended Hurley Fon-
tenot, a high school principal
charged with murdering a
football coach as the result of a
love triangle; Juana Leija,
charged with murder after she
threw her children into Buffalo
Bayou; and Mets baseball
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players who had gotten into a barroom scuffle
with off-duty police officers. He took the case of -
developer J.R. McConnell who is charged with
bank fraud in what officials say may be . the
biggest title insurance scam in U.S. history.

In 1987 DeGuerin also assisted and helped
obtain a $28 million settlement in a default judg-
ment for Barbra Piotrowski, who was crippled
by gunshot wounds in 1980. The default judge-
ment was against her millionaire ex-lover, Rich-
ard Minns, and the suit alleged that Minns ar-
ranged the attempted murder of Piotrowski.

“He tends to represent people who get them-
selves in celebrated jams,” says Harris County
District Attorney Johnny B. Holmes. “You very
rarely see a Dick DeGuerin case that no one has
ever heard about. If it didn’t start off celebrated.
it got that way.”

Holmes describes DeGuerin as a good lawyer,
“who uses every opportunity that presents itself
to get the client what he paid for.”
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It’s 10:15 a.m. at the criminal courts building,
and two reporters are grumbling about their in-
terview with DeGuerin. DeGuerin is defending a
woman whose son called police when he found
cocaine in the bedroom of her suburban home.

“We asked him three times if a child has the
right to live in a house where parents don’t keep
drugs,” one - reporter says disgustedly “He
wouldn’t answer.’

Later DeGuerin will say the reporters mrssed
the point completely. The point is the fourth
amendment, the attorney says.
Police entered the home with-
- out a search warrant.

“People have the right o be
secure in their homes.” As a
defense attorney DeGuerin
says he is in the business of
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Some of DeGuer-
in’s celebrated
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clients have been
Alley Theatre's
[ired director Pat
Brown, above, so-
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Teufel and Ron
Darling, below
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 charges.
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defending peoples’ rights, not necessarily peo-
ples’ crimes. And he is in the business of protect-
ing the accused’s rights to a fair trial guaranteed
under the sixth amendment. )

He has also chosen one of the most high profile
of law specialties, but not necessarily the most
highly regarded.

“What a defense attorney does is represent the
unpopular, the poor, the disgusting elements of
society with very little popular support. You got
the entire police department, DA’s office, public
opinion . .. there you are, the lawyer up against -
those odds.”

For all the notoriety that can accompany a De-
Guerin case, one would expect a more flamboy-
ant, larger-than-life character than he first ap-
pears. DeGuerin at 47 still has his boyish prep-
school good looks and a Texas drawl that belies
his roots. His mother was born in South Texas
into a ranching family, and his father was a lawyer
born in East Texas.

“All my role models were either ranchers or
lawyers,”” DeGuerin says. The navy pin-stripe suit
and black leather cowboy boots pay homage to
both sides of the family.

His office is tastefully decorated for an attorney.
Forest green walls, weather-beaten
Texas antiques, Mexican rugs and ter-
ra cotta pots are strewn artfully on the
floor creating a Southwestern flavor.

The eye moves quickly to a photo-
graph of a younger DeGuerin stand-
ing beside a man with a thick bushy
mustache.

That's Alejandro Cevallos, legend-
ary folk hero in one of the city’s
tougher neighborhoods, says De-
Guerin. “He never killed anybody that
wasn't trying to kill him,” he begins,
as if spinning a yarn from the Oid
West. DeGuerin represented Cevallos
in the late "70s, about the same time
as the infamous Joe Campos Torres
case; a period in Houston, DeGuerin
says, when police treated Hispanics
unfairly.

“Cevallos gave the photograph to
me after we tried three different mur-
der cases and he was found not guilty
on all three.”

DeGuerin grew up far from the
mean streets of Alejandro Cevallos.
His family made their home in a com-
fortable Austin suburb, his father a
civil lawyer. “We lived a pleasant life in a better
section of town, and we never wanted for any-
thing. Dad provided us with education and cars.”
DeGuerin has one brother, Mike, who is four
years younger and also a well-known criminal
defense attorney in Houston.

DeGuerin assumed he would be a lawyer at an
early age. “I didn't know there was anything else
to do, really. I grew up in the law.” He set his
sights on trial law. At one point he considered
dropping out of the University of Texas law school
to be a rancher but reconsidered.

His family was well-connected, and when De-
Guerin graduated from law school in 1965 he had
an easy entree to Butler & Binion, an old-line
Houston law firm. An ex-law partner of his fa-
ther's worked at the Houston firm. DeGuerin re-
members his interview with senior partner Jack
Binion:

“I told him I wanted to try law-suits.”

“If you want to try law-suits, the best way to
learn is in the DA’s office,” Binion told him.

DeGuerin followed Binion’s advice and worked
in the DA’s office for the next three years. Today




e views the choice as an excellent move. “I got
t least 10 years of experience in the first year.
fou try law-suits by the seat of your pants with
rery little preparation. If you go to work for a civil
aw firm, it might be a year or two before you get
o ask a witness a question in court.”

Harris County Sheriff Johnny Klevenhagen re-
nembers the young assistant district attorney
vith this favorite Dick DeGuerin story:

In 1965 it seems the sheriff’s office was about
o arrest an armed and dangerous felon. “It was
ight when Miranda came out so Dickie said he
vanted to go along with the arrest,” recalls Kle-
renhagen.

DeGuerin told Klevenhagen, “I want to make
sure we have a tight case. We want to put that guy
n the pen.”

Klevenhagen recalls, ““he was only armed with
 law book. So he took a pistol and put it in his
vaistband.”

The deputies kicked in the door, found the
uspect, handcuffed him, and DeGuerin (wearing
, pistol and a Brooks Brothers suit) read him his
ights.

g“Dick puts forth his all wherever he is. The DA

lidn’t have to go. He was giving that extra mile,”
ays Klevenhagen. “He has the same tenacity
oday as he did 20 years ago.”

It was in the DA’s office that DeGuerin became
xnown as “little Dickie.”

Judge Emie Ernst, a former DA and a state
fistrict judge in Huntsville, relishes telling the
story.

“Well, we just call him little Dickie affectionate-
y. Little Dickie went to UT and Big Ray went to
Rice Institute. Big Ray used to play football for
Rice. The DAs hired a bus to go watch Rice get
slaughtered in Austin. There was light imbibing
and Rice got slaughtered 40 to zip. And Dick
started making parody of the Owls. Hooters.
Hooters. So Big Ray lost his cool and put his giant
ham-like hands around Dick’s throat. And he
turned blue. Then Dickie’s wife No. 1 screamed,
'‘Big Ray — you are killing little Dickie!’

“It took an army of men to disengage the two.
Little Dickie slumped into a bus seat. That taught
‘little Dickie’ a lesson of life . .. Don’t talk about
the Rice Owls in front of Big Ray.”

Henceforth DeGuerin was known around the
DA’s office as ‘little Dickie” often enunciated by
some like Holmes and Ernst as “leetle Deeckie.”

]

These days there’s only one thing that still
bothers Klevenhagen about Dick DeGuerin. “I
told Dickie, damn, I wish you would have stayed
in the DA’s office to fight for the righteous. We
need a good fighter.”

According to Klevenhagen, DeGuerin replied,
“I would if it paid more money.”

From the DA’s office DeGuerin jumped to But-
ler & Binion where he was a $600-a-month insur-
ance defense lawyer. DeGuerin describes himself
as the resident maverick roaring down the hal-
lowed halls in JCPenney workshirts and a motor-
cycle helmet under his arm.

For three years he kept his nose to the grind-
stone and his thoughts about the job to himself.
Today he remembers with some smiles about how
he got some of the firm’s more unusual cases.
One time he represented a lawyer who was suing
a liquor company because he claimed he got hem-
orrhoids from drinking their red wine.

But along with the weird came the routine. And
noral dilemmas. ‘‘The insurance company screws
1 poor fellow with a broken back. Insurance
(company) doesn’t want to pay and it fell upon
ne to represent the company and try to keep
‘hem from paying anything.”

And for DeGuerin too many cases started to
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hinge on “who entered the in-
tersection first.”

“To be putting all those ef-
forts into determining an in-
consequential fact rather than
deciding constitutional issues
...” DeGuerin begins and
then never finishes. “I could
see my headstone on my grave
reading ‘He devoted his life to
determining who entered the
intersection first.”

A turning point in DeGuer-
in’s career came when he as-
sisted the legendary criminal
‘defense lawyer Percy Fore-
man. Foreman was defending
a friend of DeGuerin’s on an
illegal gun charge. One day
Foreman turned to DeGuerin
and said, “‘Are you happy rep-
resenting insurance compa-
nies? Wouldn't you rather rep-
resent people?”

Foreman offered him a part-
nership -at his firm and his
-name on the door. Today De-
Guerin speaks of Foreman
with admiration. ‘‘He was bril-
lant and a genius. Not a day
“would go by that I didn't learn
something from him.” To this
‘day when preparing cases he
still asks himself, “What would
Percy do?”

It was: with Foreman that he
'started to make a name for
'himself. In the sensational tri-
als that followed the killing of
‘Houston plastic surgeon John
-Hill, DeGuerin stepped into
‘the spotlight. In the best-sell-

book, Blood and Money,
rauthor Tommy Thompson
.chronicles the mysterious
ideath of socjalite Joan Robin-
son Hill, the subsequent trial of
‘her husband for her murder
and then his own murder.

DeGuerin, who was defend-
mg Lilla Paulus accused of hir-
lng the hit men who killed
John Hill, enjoys the descrip-
tion of himself from the book

. Dick DeGuerin arrived
at the courthouse with Lilla
Paulus on one arm, an enor-

mous squat briefcase in the |

|

other and the attitude of a per-
former about to open in a
show that would make him a
star,” wrote Thompson.

DeGuerin agrees that the
trial brought him a certain star
status. He considers himself on
stage in every trial.

*As a trial lawyer you have
to understand you are part of
the show. You are what the
jury is looking at. Stony-faced
juries are very sensitive about
someone trying to fool them. If
they get the idea you are try-
ing to pull a slick one, you are
dead in the water.”

Appearances are important,
DeGuerin says. For example,
he says, ‘‘My hair is too long to
go to trial right now.” Defense
attorneys who walk into the
courtroom wearing expensive
watches and diamond rings
make a mistake because that is
likely to offend a jury, he says.

And DeGuerin adds one
thing he learned from his years
with Foreman: It is not neces-
sary to appear -friendly with
judges, DAs or police. That
won't help get a better deal for
the client and in some cases
only alienates the client, who
finds such fraternizing with the
opposite side unsettling.

What ' is most important?

“To fight for your client,” re-
plies DeGuerin emphatically.

When DeGuerin split with
Foreman after 12 years he
says there weren't any bad
feelings. The time had come
for him to be on his-own. “It's
like a very successful and fruit-
ful marriage. After 12 years
you split the sheets.”

DeGuerin-says the law
firm’s name, Foreman and De-
Guerin, implied he was a part-
ner. He was, in every sense of
the word except for splitting
fees and expenses. “‘I knew as
long as Percy and I were to-
gether that would be the way it
was.”

When he left, he took sever-
al attorneys with him, includ-
ing Lewis Dickson who is his
partner today in DeGuerin &
Dickson.

When - asked what he
learned from Foreman, he re-
plies, “Courage.

“In the face of overwhelm-
ing adversity, you have to face
the DAs, the pollce and fight
for the client.”

|
DeGuerin says his surname
means ‘‘warrior” in French,

from the root guer, “war.” His
brother, Mike DeGeurin, spells
the family name differently.

Dick DeGuerin explains that

his father once conducted re-
search on the family name and
discovered it was spelled
wrong. DeGuerin decided to
change it back to the original.

DeGuerin, the warrior for
the people, has fought for
many clients over the years.

Several famous DeGuerin
clients, Carolyn Farb and the
Mets included, declined com-
ment for this story. But Barbra
Piotrowski consented to a
phone interview if her where-
abouts were not disclosed. She
says she is afraid of her ex-
boyfriend Dick Minns.

‘Piotrowski first engaged De-
Guerin. in the late '70s when,
she says, her millionaire boy-
friend began making threats
on her life. “I was so fright-
ened at the time, and he made
me feel as if I could count on
him.”

Piotrowski, a former model,
was shot and paralyzed for life
as she was walking out of a
Houston doughnut shop. Four
men were. convicted for the
murder attempt, but the state
could never prove a link to
Minns.

In the personal injury case
tried last year, DeGuerin as-
sisted another attorney in ob-
taining a $28 million settle-
ment in civil court for

Piotrowski. Attorneys have lo-
cated Minns in Switzerland but
have not obtained settlement
from him because they say his
assets are well hidden. Should
they collect, Piotrowski says,
DeGuerin and the other attor-
ney will share 30 percent of
the settlement for his fees.

When asked how he has
helped her, Piotrowski replies,
*“Since [ am so emotionally in-
volved in this case, I can’t
judge what’s going on. He has
been good at stepping back.
He knows so many details
about the- case. I don't know
how .many attorneys would
take the time to know as much
about the client.”

Pat Brown, the former artis-
tic director at the Alley who
was fired by the board this
year amidst controversy, con-
curs with Piotrowski.

“Dick has a little of the su-
perman quality about- him.
Some people are born to be
protectors, and he is one of
them. He has no tolerance for
injustice and he has the ability
to make you feel your prob-
lems are his.”

Longtime friend and New
York attorney Michael Kenne-
dy says DeGuerin is not afraid
to take on unpopular causes,
“A person can be a pariah in



the community, and he is will-
ing to stand up for the individ-
ual’s right to a fair trial even
though a community may be
screaming to lynch him.”

|

Judges Carl Bue, Ruby Son-
dock and John Singleton give
DeGuerin high marks because
he is always well prepared.
Sondock says the sheer vol-
ume of DeGuerin's caseload
has always amazed her since
his early days with Foreman.
“It always seems as if he has
found a way to be in two
places at one time. He has his
act together.”

(DeGuerin estimates he has
about 200 active cases at any

" one time.)

Judge Bue -attributes. De-
Guerin’s success to his ability
“to present well-structured ar-
guments which the jury can
follow.”’
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Lilla Panlus leaves court with DeGuerin during
her 1975 trial for aiding in_Jobn Hill's murder.

A courthouse observer says
some of DeGuerin’s success is
because he has the luxury of
picking good, defensible cases.
“Someone that doesn’t have
the name of Dick DeGuerin
has to take anything that walks
in the door. He’s worked hard

| to get into that position.”

" But not everyone loves “lit-
tle Dickie.” As might be ex-
pected, DeGuerin has ruffled
some feathers in the DA’s of-
fice and police department. “A
fot of prosecutors hate his
guts,”” says DA Johnny
Holmes who has known De-
Guerin for 20 years. DeGuerin
‘‘got Mike Anderson’s goat
something awful” on the Mets
case because of ‘‘outrageous
things Dick said te the press.”
(Anderson was the assistant
DA who prosecuted the case.)

DeGuerin aroused public
sympathy for his clients by fo-
cusing on how ‘bad the police
officers looked to visitors to
Houston, according to
Helmes. “He wanted to draw
attention to everyone except

the client, pointing the finger
and raising hell about the ar-
resting officers.”

Holmes adds, “If I have a
criticism of him, it's some-
times he gets a little close to
the line on public remarks.”
When asked how he thinks
DeGuerin handled the Mets
case, arresting officer R.G.
Gresham with the HPD pauses
for a long moment and replies,

“l better hold any com-
ment.” Gresham and the other
arresting officer have filed a
suit against the four ball play-
ers, the Mets and a witness for
slander and libel.

u

When asked about the sacri-
fices he has made for his ca-
reer DeGuerin replies, “Well,
I'm on my third marriage. It's

" not the kind of practice that is

consistent with a very dedicat-
ed husband and father. I am
trying to be a better father to
my youngest than I was to the
oldest.”

But DeGuerin says he would
rather not discuss his family



other than to say he has two daughters, 13 and
23 years old. He says he’s a much better family
man now than earlier.

Jane DeGuerin, his first wife, concurs. “Like
most attorneys, he devoted early years to his
work and discovered his children later on.”

In Blood and Money, Thompson describes
DeGuerin’s personal life. “The young lawyer
had difficulty staying married; two discordant
divorces and a reputation for being exception-
ally’diligent in the pursuit of young women

Anne DeGuerin, the attorney’s second wife,
laughs at the description.

“That’s definitely true. But he has matured a
great deal.” She also adds that her divorce from
him was far more amicable than discordant,
but “happy divorces don’t sell books.

*“Most important thing in his life is his work,
and it shows. I think that’s why he is as good as
he is. He is also one of the best fathers I know
and that is tough to do.”

DeGuerin was married to Anne from 1970
to 1979. His oldest daughter is a product of his
first marriage to Joyce DeGuerin and his
youngest from his marriage to Anne DeGuerin.

" “Our children are very close,” says Joyce
DeGuerin. Both Joyce and Anne DeGuerin say
as a resuit of their children’s relationship they
have become close friends over the years.

“It is an interesting phenomenon. No rules
for this particular book,” adds Joyce DeGuerin.
She then says they also have friendly relations
with their ex-husband’s third wife, whom he
married in 1986.

‘““He loves his work so much. It is not drudg-
ery for him,” concurs Jane DeGuerin with
Anne and Joyce. She met her husband in 1982
when a friend introduced them.

“I have seen him relax much more since I
first met him. He has more work and cases, but
it seems he has learned how to come home
and turn it off.”

Jane DeGuerin says the family gets away
(she has two daughters, 12 and 16, by another
marriage) to their farm near Brenham about
once a month. But sometimes she notes her
husband still carries his portable phone down
to a nearby lake. “He’s concerned about his
clients and those phone calls are important to
him.”

To relax, Dick DeGuerin says he runs 4 to 6
miles a day with Garp, his black labrador dog.
His wife adds, ‘“He’s got so much energy, even
if we're on vacation he’s the first one up to see
the sun rise.”

DeGuerin says he won't disclose how much
money he earns but will say his lifestyle is
comfortable. He lives in a quiet neighborhood
near Rice University. And because police might
love to catch him in an embarrassmg snuatlon
he must “live like a saint.”

When asked what he would like his epltaph
to read, DeGuerin says he’s too young to an-
swer that. But he reflects for a moment and his
first association is to his mentor, as if he is
comparing his life to Foreman’s.

“I know Percy will be remembered as a
great criminal lawyer at a great deal of sacrifice
to his personal life. He is virtually alone. I am
close to my children, and I want to be remem-
bered by them.” DeGuerin talks about a con-
versation with a lawyer recently about the tran-
sitory nature of their professions. “Who is
going to remember my name except the peo-
ple we actually have dealings with. All [ want is
to do as well as I can for clients and have
people think of me as being a great lawyer.” I





