
 
My Good Fortune in Having Wood Brown III as a Mentor 

By Gus A. Fritchie III 
 

In 1990, I was a young partner at Montgomery, Barnett, 
Brown, Read, Hammond & Mintz, a well-known and established 
maritime and civil defense firm in New Orleans. Up until that time, I 
was mentored in civil trial practice by Dan Lund and Jim Irwin, two 
of the finest trial lawyers I have ever known. My work experiences 
with Wood Brown III, another senior partner at the firm, were limited 
although we saw each other on a regular basis as our offices were 
close together. Wood had just finished serving as president of the 
Louisiana State Bar Association (LSBA) and his caseload had 
become quite large. Dan and Jim decided that Wood needed someone 
with trial experience to work more closely with him and suggested I 
give it a try. I’ll never forget their telling me that I would get more 

interesting trial experience with Wood than any other lawyer in the office, 
but that I should never try to copy Wood’s style since his method of 

practicing law was something that only he could carry off. Boy, were they right! 
Wood graduated in 1961 from Tulane Law School where he was managing editor of the 

Tulane Law Review. He served in many positions with the LSBA and ultimately became 
president of the Louisiana bar. Wood argued before the United States Supreme Court in a case 
involving the Longshore and Harbor Workers’ Compensation Act. See, Herb’s Welding, Inc. v. 
Gray (1985). When I started working with Wood, he had already tried more cases than I will 
probably ever get to try. I was often told by his contemporaries that Wood had more civil trial 
experience than any lawyer in Louisiana. Wood served on the LSBA’s Ethics Committee and 
frequently accepted calls from any attorney who had a question on legal ethics. 

Although he grew up in New Orleans and was a very smart lawyer, Wood came across in 
jury trials as a good old country lawyer. I used to laugh to myself when he asked potential jurors 
on voir dire if they had any problem with an old, white-haired, fat country lawyer like him. True 
to his image as a country lawyer, Wood drove an old beat-up pickup truck to court. 

When Wood and I started working closely together, we would talk about cases almost 
every day. I would handle trials both as second chair to Wood and as first chair. I cannot 
remember Wood ever criticizing anything I did at trial. If I handled a witness or argument 
differently than he might have done, Wood simply muttered to me, “We’ll see if that works.” 
After winning a defense verdict in a product liability case in which the plaintiff was severely 
injured, Wood looked at me and said, “Not bad.” I laughed, knowing he meant this as a 
compliment. 

As he grew older, Wood became the patriarchal teacher for many of the younger lawyers 
at Montgomery Barnett. Both partners and associates would come to his office throughout the 
day and ask him about issues of law or case strategy. Anyone who knew Wood marveled at his 
photographic memory, which enabled him to provide exact case citations when asked about any 
legal issue. 
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Wood instituted the Friday evening Happy Hour. Younger lawyers would gather in his 
office to drink beer and discuss cases they were working on, along with their ups and downs 
during the past week. Wood was always positive and helpful — despite the bull whip that he 
kept on his coat rack beneath a sign which read, “ASSOCIATE TRAINING.” A Romeo y Julieta 
cigar planted in his mouth, he would grin from ear-to-ear as the younger lawyers told war stories 
about their wins and losses.  

Wood enjoyed practicing law almost to the exclusion of all other activities. He often 
worked seven days a week and set his alarm clock for 7 p.m. every evening to remind himself to 
go home for dinner. Other than time spent with his family, the only time Wood was not working 
was when he attended Tulane and Saints football games or went duck hunting with his sons or 
friends. On Sundays during football season, he would go the office before the game and head 
back to the office after it was over. Wood never left before the game ended, even if the Saints 
were getting clobbered, telling his son, Chuck, “You might miss something.”  

Despite the fact that Wood handled some extremely serious personal injury cases where 
the lawyers on both sides could become contentious, he never impugned the integrity of 
opposing counsel. It was fun to listen to Wood trade barbs with lawyers like Wendell Gauthier or 
Orlando Bendana, but the conversations were never heated. On his desk, Wood had a rubber 
stamp of the finger sign that he used to respond to outrageous settlement demand letters. He 
preferred to return correspondence by typing diagonally across a letter he received from a 
plaintiff lawyer, rather than write a separate letter. Despite his competitive spirit, Wood believed 
that “what goes around comes around,” and he acted accordingly. He did not “jam” other 
lawyers on deadlines and taught me that it was bad form to do so. Wood often told the story of a 
defense lawyer who never agreed to an extension and could not get one for his own client after 
suffering a heart attack.  

Another former partner, Paul Lavelle, reminded me of Wood’s innate ability to handle 
difficult clients. He and Wood were defending a products liability case in Federal Court 
involving serious personal injuries. The client was a small manufacturer whose owner took the 
suit very personally and refused to accept the possibility that his company’s product could be 
implicated in the accident. Throughout the work-up of the case, and even in the midst of the trial, 
the client was a constant irritant, insisting on raising defenses that were not supported by the 
evidence, and even arguing that the plaintiff had intentionally sabotaged the product to cause his 
own injury. But Wood took all of this in stride and dealt with the client calmly and 
professionally. He took the time to explain why the client’s suggestions were not good ideas and 
stuck to his defense plan at trial. After the jury rendered a defense verdict, Wood looked at the 
client and said, “Gotem, didn’t I?” 

All judges treated Wood with consideration and respect. I remember, for instance, when 
Judge Tom Early called and told him, “Brown, some lawyer is over here trying to default 
USF&G. You need to get over here and take care of this!” I was quickly dispatched to Judge 
Early’s courtroom and entered an appearance for our client.  

A story told by one of his colleagues illustrates Wood’s passionate advocacy for his 
clients. In the mid-1980s, Wood was involved in a large multi-party case with many large 
defense firms in New Orleans. The trial was rapidly approaching and all the other defense 
lawyers were working feverishly to settle the case. Wood’s client was the sole holdout and 
refused to contribute any money to a settlement pot. On the eve of trial, one of the defense 
lawyers threw up his hands and exclaimed, “It’s no use. Wood Brown would rather try a case 
than make love.” 



One of my most memorable experiences occurred late one evening during the work week. 
I had gotten myself and my client into a jam that I thought was disastrous. I walked into Wood’s 
office with my head hung low and proceeded to tell him how I had screwed the case up so badly 
that I deserved to be fired. Wood patiently discussed the case with me for over an hour and then 
came up with a brilliant suggestion to solve my problem. I was relieved but Wood just giggled 
and said, “Can you believe they pay us to have fun like this?”  

My partners and I at Montgomery Barnett were incredibly lucky to have Wood Brown as 
a mentor and friend. The old phrase, “They don’t make them like that anymore,” could not fit 
anyone better than Wood Brown. I wonder if he would enjoy the practice today, when lawyers 
are besieged with email, required to keep detailed records of billable hours, harassed by over-
demanding clients, and insulted by nasty lawyers. But I have no doubt whatever that Wood 
Brown was a shining example of professionalism and the best man of his time at the bar. 
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