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Meet The New Lawyers in Congress
These newly elected members share one thing, at least — a law degree.
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December 22, 2014

When the 114th Congress convenes in January, the U.S. Capitol will be a little less lawyerly. But not
by much.

Members of Congress holding J.D.s will sit in 160 of the House of Representatives' 435 seats and 53
of the Senate's 100. At the start of the 113th Congress, the House included 169 members with law
degrees; the Senate had 57.

Whether that's too many is open to debate.

"I suppose my only real thought would be that that's probably too many lawyers — especially when
you consider that the president is a lawyer and all of our judges are lawyers," Cornell Law School's
Josh Chafetz told the NLJ. "To have a government that is so overwhelmingly dominated by people
with a common training risks shutting out other ways of thinking about what our politics could be."

A common training, of course, can still create diverse experiences. Among the new lawyer-legislators
are solo practitioners and big firm partners, statehouse mainstays and a stay-at-home-mom-turned-
school-administrator, lobbyists and businessmen, and military veterans from four armed services.

What follows are legal career highlights for newly elected members of Congress who hold law
degrees.

THE SENATE
Three of the four lawyers in the Senate's incoming class arrive from the House of Representatives.
They are Tom Cotton, Cory Gardner, and Gary Peters. Gardner and Peters became congressmen in
2011; Cotton was in the class of 2013.

TOM COTTON, R-Ark., joined the Army in 2005, three years after graduating
from Harvard Law School. He served in Iraq and Afghanistan, where he was
awarded the Bronze Star and earned the rank of captain before his honorable
discharge in 2009. Cotton clerked for the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fifth
Circuit and practiced at Gibson, Dunn & Crutcher and Cooper & Kirk. He hasn’t
practiced since 2005.

Cotton moved into consulting with McKinsey & Co. and then at his family farm in
Arkansas to prepare for his 2012 House run. “I think a law degree provides legislators at every level

http://www.nationallawjournal.com/printerfriendly/id=1202712864773#
http://www.nationallawjournal.com/


Arkansas to prepare for his 2012 House run. “I think a law degree provides legislators at every level
of government with a keen awareness of the fundamental importance of the rule of law,” Cotton told
the NLJ. “From a personal standpoint, I know my law degree better acquainted me with the
complexities of the Constitution and the need to ensure any legislation we pass keeps faith with the
freedoms our Founding Fathers sought to protect.”

GARY PETERS, D-Mich., was a businessman when he entered the Navy
Reserves in 1993 at the age of 34. Sullivan became a Marine in 1993, the same
year he graduated from Georgetown University Law Center. Peters, who never
practiced law, put his Master of Business Administration degree to work as a
financial adviser before serving as a Michigan state senator from 1995 until he
reached the term limit in 2002.

CORY GARDNER, R-Colo., a former state legislator. spent
his immediate postlaw school years in Washington,
becoming general counsel and legislative director for U.S.
Sen. Wayne Allard. Gardner returned to Colorado as a
member of the state House of Representatives from 2005 to
2010.

 

DAN SULLIVAN became a Marine in 1993, the same year he graduated from
Georgetown Law. Since entering the Marine Corps Reserves in 1997, he’s held a
variety of federal and state civilian posts, including Alaska Gov. Sarah Palin’s
attorney general. Last year, as commissioner of Alaska’s Department of Natural
Resources, he was called up on active duty for a six-week tour in Afghanistan.

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES
TED LIEU, D-Calif., was editor-in-chief of the Georgetown Law Journal, clerked
for Ninth Circuit Judge Thomas Tang and practiced at Munger, Tolles & Olson.
He is a veteran of the U.S. Air Force JAG Corps. As a California legislator, Lieu
wrote the first-in-the-nation law banning gay conversion therapy for minors. He
took his seat in the state Assembly in 2005 and six years later won election to
the state Senate. “Words matter significantly, and I think it’s helpful to have been
in a career where it is not just what words look like they mean but also what they
could mean in all different contexts,” he said.

GWEN GRAHAM, D-Fla., the daughter of former Florida Democratic U.S. Sen.
Bob Graham, worked for a couple years in private practice but left the law in
1990 to raise her kids. She returned to practice during the early 2000s as a labor
and employee relations administrator for the same Florida school district from
which she graduated in 1980.
 

KEN BUCK, R-Colo., spent 12 years in the U.S. Attorney’s
Office for Colorado—he became chief of the criminal division
there—and then another 10 as the district attorney for Weld
County, Colo. Buck started his legal career as a staffer on
then-Rep. Dick Cheney's Iran-Contra investigation. He
graduated from the University of Wyoming College of Law in
1985.
 



KATHLEEN RICE, D-N.Y., started her career in the Kings County District
Attorney’s office and then worked as a federal prosecutor in Philadelphia before
returning to New York and unseating a 30-year incumbent in her successful
quest to become Nassau County D.A.

 

JOHN KATKO, R-N.Y., comes to Washington with nearly 20
years’ experience prosecuting organized crime in the U.S.
Department of Justice’s Binghamton, N.Y., office, where he
became chief of the narcotics unit. In 2002, he started the
Syracuse Gang Violence Task Force, where he brought the
city's first successful RICO gang case.
 

JOHN RATCLIFFE, R-Texas, fought international and domestic crime in the U.S.
Attorney’s Office for the Eastern District of Texas from 2004 to 2008, first as chief
for antiterrorism and national security and then as U.S. attorney. Upon his
election to Congress, Ratcliffe was in private practice at the Ashcroft Law Firm.
 

RYAN COSTELLO, R-Pa., brings to Congress several years
of local governance experience as a Chester County
commissioner. He also practiced real estate litigation at the
suburban Philadelphia firm O’Donnell, Weiss & Mattei, which
he joined fresh out of Villanova University School of Law in
2002.

 

BRAD ASHFORD, R-Neb., entered public office after about a decade with
Omaha’s Bradford & Coenen, which he joined a year after earning his J.D. in
1974. Ashford kept up his practice until 2012—almost the entirety of his two
eight-year stints in the unicameral Nebraska Legislature, from 1986 to 1995 and
from 2006 through this year.
 

TOM EMMER, R-Minn., ran his own law firm in his
hometown of Delano while holding a seat in the Minnesota
House of Representatives from 2005 until 2011. After a
failed run for governor in 2010, he became conservative talk
radio host while maintaining his legal practice.

 

GLENN GROTHMAN, R-Wis., has been in the Wisconsin Legislature since
1993, where he’s served in its Assembly and Senate. He earned his J.D. from
University of Wisconsin Law School in 1983 and went into private practice in
West Bend, Wis., before his election to the statehouse a decade later.

 



MIKE BISHOP, R-Mich., spent several years working with
court-appointed clients and as a county prosecutor, then
turned to business law and brokered real estate. He served
in the Michigan House of Representatives from 1998 until
2002, and from in 2006 through 2010 as the state Senate
majority leader. He since has worked as an adjunct
professor at Western Michigan University Cooley Law
School, teaching public policy and legislative process.

 

DAVE TROTT, R-Mich., is the only purely private practitioner and businessman
among the lawyers joining Congress. Trott, who earned his J.D. from Duke Law
School in 1985, is chairman and chief executive officer of Trott & Trott, a bank-
and lender-side foreclosure and bankruptcy litigation firm.
 

LEE ZELDIN, R-N.Y., is a state senator and former Army
Judge Advocate General Corps attorney who was deployed
to Iraq and set up a solo practice on Long Island after his
return to civilian life. He took only two years to graduate from
Albany Law School. In 2004, at the age of 23, he became
the youngest person sworn in to the New York bar. He is of
counsel to Borah, Goldstein, Altschuler, Nahins & Goidel.
 

EVAN JENKINS, R-W.Va., practiced law for five years following his 1987
graduation from Samford University Cumberland School of Law in Birmingham.
He then served 20 years in the West Virginia House and Senate. In 2000, he
unsuccessfully ran for a judgeship on the West Virginia Supreme Court of
Appeals.
 

BARBARA COMSTOCK, R-Va., is the only true
Washington veteran among the lawyers in the incoming
class. A Georgetown Law Center graduate, she spent the
1990s as a congressional aide and as a top lawyer with the
House Committee on Oversight and Government Reform.
After a stint from 2002 to 2003 as the Justice Department’s
public affairs director, she moved to lobbying at Blank Rome
and then co-founded a Virginia-based government affairs

and public relations firm in 2006. She re-entered public life in 2009 when she won a seat in the
Virginia House of Delegates.
 

BOB DOLD, R-Ill. Although returning House members are not uncommon
among newly elected representatives, only one has a law degree: Dold. A
moderate Republican who supports abortion rights and gun control, Dold won his
seat in 2010, but he lost reelection in 2012 after redistricting turned his
constituency more Democratic.
Though he has a J.D. from Indiana University, he has drawn more from his
Master of Business Administration degree in his professional life as the head of a
regional pest control company.


