
SATISFACTION IN THE LAW 

 
By Ortrie D. Smith 

 

I begin by congratulating the staff and faculty advisers of the UMKC 
Law Review.  The idea of an internet publication is one whose time has come.  

Those associated with creating this first edition are commended for their 

prescience in seeing the future and rushing to greet it.  I am pleased to be 
associated with visionaries.   

My assigned topic could be called equanimity and the lawyer.  I 

understand my assignment to be one of recounting personal experiences to the 
extent those experiences may help others find gratification and happiness in the 

practice of law.  I embrace the opportunity for I have enjoyed a long and 

rewarding courtship with that jealous mistress. 

The flirtation began in 1967.  As a fourth-year student at the University 
of Missouri at Columbia I began to realize that my Bachelor of Arts Degree 

provided me no marketable skills.  My studies centered primarily on history and 

English.  In terms of career preparation, I might as well have remained in the 
bumper pit at the Leeds Chevrolet factory in Kansas City, Missouri, the last job I 

held before driving off to Columbia, Missouri in 1964. 

As poor as those focus areas were as job qualifiers, they were an 

excellent background for law school.  So I applied and was accepted by the 
University of Missouri at Kansas City School of Law, then located at 51

st
 and 

Rockhill.  Upon graduation from law school I accepted an associate’s position 

with the law firm then known as Ewing, Ewing, Carter, Wight, Woodfill  and 
Middleton, a well-respected, third-generation law firm in Nevada, Missouri.  

There, I was permitted - even encouraged - to focus my practice in areas I found 

most gratifying.  I enjoyed 24 terrific years as a practicing attorney before being 
nominated by President Clinton for the position of United States District Judge, 

Western District of Missouri. 

My purpose here is to suggest some principles which will enable you to 

enjoy a career as gratifying as my own.  They are: 
A.  Aggressively pursue workplace pleasure. 

B.  Balance is critical. 

C.  Embrace relationships. 
 

I. AGRESSIVELY PURSUE WORKPLACE PLEASURE  

 
The practice of law is an inherently difficult career.  It necessarily 

involves interacting with other attorneys.  It is an accurate generalization to say 

that lawyers are intellectually gifted and driven to succeed.  It is unlikely you will 

find many slothful dullards as adversaries.   
The adversary system involves competition.  One of my partners at the 

Ewing Law Firm told me that the smartest lawyer does not commonly prevail;  

the lawyer who commonly prevails is the one best prepared, the one who 
interviews witnesses, thoroughly researches the law and unrelentingly marshals 

the facts for the benefit of his/her client. 
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Obviously, being successful requires an investment of time.  There is 

also pressure.  Managing partners have expectations that must be met.  Clients, 
likewise, have expectations and hopes.  Consistent failure to meet the 

expectations of either will be detrimental to a career in the law.  

So, where does one find the pleasure in a demanding and competitive 

legal profession?  My experience tells me that pleasure is found in doing the kind 
of legal work which provides personal and professional gratification.   

I mentioned that I was permitted to focus my practice in areas that I 

found personally rewarding.  The senior partners were sagacious in allowing me 
the choice.  When we enjoy what we are doing, we do it better.  The partners 

understood this precept and implicitly accepted the axiom that a happy lawyer is 

a successful lawyer.  An amalgamation of successful lawyers creates a successful 
law firm.  Our small firm had no formal written career track policy.  It was just 

something imbued in the culture of the firm.  And so, in the early years I was 

given a wide variety of assignments.  I was permitted to accompany a senior 

partner to a preliminary hearing in a criminal case prior to passing the Bar exam.  
As a lawyer, though not yet an attorney, my partner introduced me to the 

Magistrate Judge presiding at the preliminary hearing as “a young person just out 

of law school knowledgeable about issues of constitutional law.”  The Magistrate 
Judge allowed me to argue a search and seizure issue.  At the conclusion of my 

argument, the Magistrate Judge was persuaded, the evidence was suppressed and 

our client was released - pretty heady stuff for a 24-year-old who did not yet 
know whether he had passed the Bar exam. 

I was assigned files involving transactional law, criminal law, civil 

litigation, real estate law and banking law.  I was permitted - and encouraged - to 

meet with the firm’s clients without a senior partner sitting in the conference.  
My confidence grew and my preferences became refined. 

In retrospect, I can see that my career as a practicing attorney followed 

two distinct and different courses.  During the first half of my career I 
represented people, certainly, but more predominantly insurance companies, 

banks, businesses, entities and organizations.  During the second half of my 

career I primarily represented people.  I found the second half more gratifying 

than the first.  It was important to me to have a client who could express 
appreciation or disappointment as the occasion required.  It was also important 

that I represent someone with a very real, personal interest in the outcome. 

Imagine the practice of law as a smorgasbord.  You want to sample as 
many areas of practice as circumstances and your supervising attorney will allow.  

Discover which areas satisfy your professional and personal needs.  Make those 

fields your areas of choice.  In time, you will find yourself engaged in activities 
which excite and engage you.  

 

II. BALANCE IS CRITICAL  

 
Many lessons can be drawn from athletics.  Paul “Bear” Bryant was one 

of the most successful college football coaches in history.  Prowling the sidelines 



2013] SATISFACTION IN THE LAW 3 
 
 

 

in Tuscaloosa wearing his trademark houndstooth hat, Bryant amassed 323 

victories.  As head coach at Alabama for 25 years, he won six national titles and 
13 southeastern conference championships.  When he retired, he was the 

winningest college football coach in America. 

Coach Bryant retired in 1982.  Four weeks later he was being prepped for 

an electrocardiogram.  While there, he died of a massive heart attack. 
How many of us will have regrets later in life?  Did we spend enough 

time with our families?  Are there places we wanted to see but didn’t due to work 

commitments?  Did we check off the items on our “bucket list”? 
I believe a balanced life is a happy life.  That was a point I tried to make 

in March of 1992 when I was serving as President of the Missouri Bar.  An 

article written then is partially reprinted here with the permission of the Missouri 
Bar.

1
 

 

“I did it wrong.  If I had it to do over again, I would do it differently.”  

Those were my father’s words.  As he spoke them, I thought about how 

he had aged since his heart attack in 1983.  His hair was white and 

loose skin hung on his face as a result of a 35-pound weight loss. 

 

My father was an excellent patient.  He had successfully changed his 

lifestyle and eating habits following the heart attack.  He very nearly 
died, underwent by-pass surgery before he recovered, spent weeks in 

the hospital, and convalesced at home for more than a year after the 

incident.  He never really regained his health and was very limited 

physically.  He was able to go out to the mall frequently, where he 

enjoyed sitting on the bench reminiscing with old friends about the 

years gone by.  However, from the heart attack until his death in March 

of 1991, he led a very sedentary life. 

 

Because of his physical limitations, I am sure my father spent a good 

deal of time in reflection upon his life.  He had dropped out of school in 

the eighth grade to help support his family.  He was drafted the day 
before Pearl Harbor and was a decorated World War II veteran.  He 

married my mother before going overseas.  I was born approximately 

10 months after my father returned from Germany.  Dad was obviously 

glad to see my mother.   

 

My youngest childhood memories include kneeling by my bedside at 

night and saying my prayers with my mother.  My dad was always 

working. 

 

Dad grew up during the Depression.  He worked in the cotton fields, 

shined shoes, delivered papers or did whatever was necessary to help 

put food on the table.  As a result of that experience, Dad’s 
understanding of fatherhood was limited.  He equated fatherhood with 

                                                                                                                     

 
1 Ortrie D. Smith, Keeping Priorities Straight, J. MO. BAR (Mar. 1992). 
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providing for his family.  If that meant working 12 to 16 hours a day, 

that is what he did. 

 

As a boy, I was never much of a student.  I was more interested in 

basketball, football and baseball.  I participated in athletics through my 

junior year in College.  I have no idea how many athletic contests I 
competed in over the years.  Of this I am certain:  my father saw one 

football game, half of another, and no more. 

 

This conversation occurred prior to my dad’s last illness.  He felt 

remorse because he hadn’t spent more time with us while we were 

growing up.  I tried to let him know that I understood.  He had done 

what he knew how to do and he had done that very well.  No matter 

what I said, however, I knew I couldn’t erase his regret. 

 

What a tender trap it is, to be so caught up in what we are doing at the 

moment that we lose sight of the things which are really important in 

life.  My observation is that this is more true of lawyers than it is of the 
population in general.  Typically, lawyers have Class A personalities, 

driven by deadlines, pressures, career goals and the challenges of 

adequately representing a growing base of clientele.  In addition, I have 

found lawyers to be quick at offering their time, talent and energy in 

the service of worthwhile community projects and civic service.  The 

nearly undeniable temptation is to misplace our priorities, lose 

ourselves in the belief that what we are doing now is most important.  

Unfortunately, we also lose sight of that which is truly important, 

commitment to family. 

 

If you have stood at the bedside of a desperately ill spouse or child, you 
know what I am talking about.  All of a sudden, whether an office 

appointment is kept, whether a pleading is timely filed, or a partnership 

meeting is attended seems unimportant.  Your focus, your attention, 

and your concern is with the welfare of a loved one.  It is then that we 

seem to get our priorities straight. 

 

In the days before Dad died, our family spent most of its waking hours 

(and some of its sleeping hours) at his bedside.  He was in and out of 

consciousness and was heavily medicated to ease his discomfort.  One 

quiet morning, he and I were alone in the room as the sun streamed 

through the venetian blinds.  His eyes were closed and he was resting.  

I thought of those days when he was absent from the home and I prayed 
with my mother.  I said, “Dad, would you like me to pray with you?”  

His eyes opened and he nodded.  I chose to believe he understood that 

this quiet moment in his final hours made up for all the missed 

ballgames, the missed fishing and hunting trips, and the missed 

opportunities. 

 

Think back over your life.  What memories hold pleasure for you?  Is it 

an exam?  Is it the times you toiled in the fields or the yard?  What about the long 
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days, nights and weekends you spent preparing for a trial?  I would guess not.  

My guess is that you enjoy recalling times that were pleasurable or were warmed 
by the presence of those you care about. 

What does that tell you?  Is it possible to be too serious and driven to 

succeed?  I believe it is.  And, I believe those who are will not find happiness in 

the practice of law.   
I have a principle that I have applied throughout my adult years: first 

work, then play.  Work is important.  But, so is recreation.  I have tried to do my 

work first, then, I allowed myself to do the things that gave me personal 
gratification.  I have pursued each with equal energy.  I commend that principle 

for your contemplation.  

Take time for yourself and your family.  One of my most pleasant 
memories is the summer of 1988 when I took eight weeks away from the law to 

drive across America with the five most important people in my life:  my wife 

and my daughters.  We traveled over 10,000 miles.  We lost a transmission in 

Beckley, West Virginia and left a daughter at Wendy’s in Loveland, Colorado.  
We also created memories that will last a lifetime.     

I cannot make this point better than I tried to make it in 1992.  Make time 

for yourself and make time for your family.  Don’t defer doing things outside the 
work place that you enjoy.  A well-rounded and balanced life outside the 

workplace is vital if you are to be happy at work.  Otherwise, you will be 

resentful that your life is incomplete.  Resentfulness and bitterness are barriers to 
satisfaction in the law. 

 

III. EMBRACE RELATIONSHIPS 

 
Relationships are important.  You should develop Bar relationships, 

community relationships and, importantly, relationships with your clients. 

Many of my closest friends today are people I did not know until I 
became active in the Bar.  I believe lawyers have an obligation to provide their 

time, talent and resources for the advancement of the Bar.  In so doing, we 

contribute to improving the administration of justice.  In meeting that obligation, 

you will find significant benefits to you that will contribute to your personal 
happiness.  You will most likely see one dimension of another lawyer in the 

context of litigation or negotiations.  You will see many more while working 

with the same lawyer toward a common goal.  Whether it is committee work or 
some other Bar activity, you will come to know the individual and find that you 

have much in common.  It is common interests and joint effort that result in life-

long friendships.   
The same is true with the work you should do in your community.  

Lawyers have a pro bono obligation.  That means more than simply representing 

individuals at a reduced rate or for no compensation at all.  The pro bono duty 

includes an obligation to improve your community.  You can do that by 
volunteering with your homeowners association, your church, community or 

government boards or simply coaching your daughter’s soccer team.  In so doing 
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you not only improve your community, you expand your circle of friends.  I 

suppose a few of us might enjoy being alone.  Most of us, however, enjoy the 
company of people with like interests.  We share their joy and their sorrow.  

Equally important, we have someone with whom we can share our joy and 

sorrow.  Broadening your base of friends and acquaintances will increase your 

zeal for life.   
Lastly, do not be afraid to develop a relationship with clients.  I do not 

mean an attorney-client relationship or a business relationship.  Clients are more 

than retainers and fees.  You will not like all of your clients, but you can like 
most of them if you are open to that notion.   

I met Paul and Marvy Dick in the late 1970's.  Paul was a retired 

laborer/farmer and Marvy was a homemaker.  They were in their mid-70s when 
we met.  I did a few small legal jobs for Paul and Marvy.  Despite the vast 

difference in our ages, I grew very fond of them.   

One Sunday afternoon I received a phone call from Paul.  The call began, 

“Ortrie, you’ve got to help me.”   
“Why sure, Paul,” I responded.  “How can I help?”  

Paul began, “Do you know where the KATY railroad track crosses 

Barrett Street out by our house?  Well, Marvy and I were coming home from the 
Village Market.  Marvy was driving.  She didn’t see the lights and she didn’t hear 

the whistle, she sure didn’t see the train.  She ran into the front of the train and 

she broke it.  I’m afraid they’re going to sue us and take everything we have.” 
I was concerned.  “Paul, were you and Marvy hurt?” 

“Well,” he continued, “we rattled around some in the cab of the truck.  

Marvy has some broken ribs and she’s in the hospital.  I’ve got some cuts and 

bruises but I’m OK.” 
I said, “I’ll come out to the house tomorrow.  In the meantime, don’t 

worry about the railroad taking everything you have.  That’s not going to 

happen.” 
Two weeks later as the railroad claims adjuster left Paul and Marvy’s 

house, I looked at Paul.  He was sitting in his soiled, but favorite La-Z-Boy chair.  

He was staring at a check for $17,500.  He looked at me, then he looked at the 

check, then he looked back at me.  I asked, “Is something wrong, Paul?” 
He said, “I just want to be sure I understand this.  Marvy doesn’t see the 

warning light.  She doesn’t see the train.  She doesn’t hear the whistle.  She runs 

into the train and breaks it.  And, they give us $17,500?” 
“Yes, Paul.  That’s the way it works,” I responded. 

With a twinkle in his eye, Paul said, “What time do you reckon that train 

will be back through there?” 
Paul and Marvy Dick were among my favorite clients.  Every lawyer 

who is open to friendships will have favorite clients.  They will also have a host 

of clients who are grateful and responsive.  They will have a few who are 

disappointed in the result yet grateful for the personal interest shown by their 
attorney and friend.   
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Over the last 40 years I have developed marvelous friendships in the Bar, 

in the community and among my clients.  They have allowed me to help them.  
They want to help me whenever I need help.  They have made me very happy 

that I chose a career in the law. 

I suggest that satisfaction in the law will result if you allow yourself to 

engage in those professional responsibilities that you find most rewarding, 
maintain balance in your life realizing that law is your career - it is not your life.  

Embrace the relationships that will develop naturally if you let them.  If you will 

do those things, you will be happy in your chosen profession. 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 






