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The Art of the Turnaround

2011

Engineering a turnaround on a tough matter is no easy 
feat, but several of The Recorder’s Attorneys of the Year 
managed to turn the tide in their clients’ favor, gaining vic-
tory where none would have predicted it — and in some 
cases, even when the attorneys themselves saw their odds 
as long.

Appellate specialist Martin Buchanan, for example, was 
convinced that years of lower-court rulings saying federal 
law pre-empted state statutes on claims involving faulty 
seat belts were wrong. “We didn’t think our chances were 
great, but we thought it was worth a shot,” he said. His 
stance was vindicated after he argued to the U.S. Supreme 

Court that its earlier ruling on pre-emption, cited in lower 
court decisions lined up against his client, actually sup-
ported her. The justices agreed.

For Jennifer Keller, the odds were long and the learning 
curve steeper. The criminal defense attorney took over as 
lead trial counsel for MGA Entertainment just 12 days be-
fore its rematch against Mattel Inc. over who owned the 
hugely popular Bratz line of dolls. Mattel had already won 
a $100 million copyright infringement suit and an injunc-
tion preventing MGA from selling any more Bratz products. 
By hitting Mattel with a corporate espionage counterclaim, 
Keller managed to swing the pendulum in favor of MGA 

and win a $309 million verdict — a $400 million turnaround 
for her clients.

Perhaps the most controversial assignment among this 
year’s honorees was the defense of a college baseball play-
er accused of participating in the gang rape of a drunken 
teenage girl. Alison Crane and Jeffrey Nevin’s brazen, head-
on strategy — essentially casting the girl as the sexual ag-
gressor — may have further inflamed public opinion. But 
the jury returned a complete defense verdict.   

Like them or hate them, these were some of the year’s 
major verdicts, and winning them took some outstanding 
lawyering.
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 Appalling allegations. Millions of dol-
lars at stake. A client already tried in 
the media. 

And the defense team kicked off opening 
statements by dropping F-bombs.

In an emotionally charged gang-rape suit, 
Jeffrey Nevin and Alison Crane took a brazen, 
even risky, approach in representing one of 
seven former De Anza community college 
baseball players accused of sexually assault-
ing a drunken teenager at a San Jose house 
party. And after a nine-week trial in Santa 
Clara Superior Court, they won a complete 
defense verdict, with the jury refusing to 
grant the plaintiff any damages.

Crane’s first words to the jury were the 
words the plaintiff allegedly said to her client: 
“Fuck me. You’re so hot. I want your dick.”

Crane, 38, who focuses on complex per-
sonal injury and wrongful death litigation at 
Bledsoe, Cathcart, Diestel, Pedersen & Trep-
pa, said she knew she needed to “sell a dra-
matic story” to win over jurors. 

“So we started out strong and finished 
strong.”

Crane was retained to represent ballplayer 
Christopher Knopf by State Farm Insurance. 
The Knopf family had a $2 million personal 
liability umbrella policy with State Farm, a 
firm client. The plaintiff, who sought $7.5 mil-
lion from the Knopfs, claimed she drank vod-
ka to the point of becoming “comatose,” and 
a group of around nine men sexually assault-
ed her in a bedroom until three women soc-
cer players from the school intervened and 
took her to a hospital.  

Crane’s dramatic opening followed Nevin’s 
lengthy voir dire, which he agreed to lead on 
behalf of the other defense lawyers involved. 

Instead of hiding behind the other defen-
dants, Nevin said for his strategy to work, he 
needed to play a big role in front of the jury.

“I knew what our theme would be, which 
would be diametrically opposed to every-
thing the plaintiff said, challenge every facet 
of her case,” says Nevin, 58, who at the time 
of trial headed his own self-titled San Fran-
cisco firm. “I didn’t want to do it slinking in 
and do it suddenly. I wanted to be front and 
center, and meeting each allegation head on. 
I wanted a prominent role so we didn’t ap-
pear as if we were shirking or dodging.”

Nevin, now of counsel at Valerian, Pat-
terson & Stratman in Oakland, where his 
practice is currently dominated by IP work, 
was brought in just weeks before the winter 
2011 trial as cumis, or independent, counsel 
after the insurance company filed a separate 
(eventually dropped) action against Knopf. 
Considering the conflict arising from State 
Farm’s action, and Nevin being the “new kid 
on the block,” it would have been easy for 
him to clash with the insurance company 
and Crane, who had been on the case for 
several years. But Nevin, who brought his 
years of criminal defense experience to the 
team, said he was conciliatory in his ap-
proach and enjoyed a “tremendously good 
relationship.”

Nevin and Crane say they combatted the 
mountain of “bad facts” with “science” and 
experts who helped undercut seemingly air-
tight eyewitness testimony, including that of 
the three De Anza women’s soccer players 
who were largely seen by the public as hero-
ines after telling a compelling story of finding 
the vomit-covered then-17-year-old girl in a 
room with the men.

After the verdict, Santa Clara District At-
torney Jeffrey Rosen announced his office 
would not seek criminal charges, the same 
decision his predecessor had made prior to 
the civil trial.

“My client told me, ‘The truth will come 
out. We will be exonerated,’ Nevin says. “I be-
lieved in him.”

Crane said the case was important person-

ally after getting to know Knopf, his family 
and the other defendants. 

“Those young men carried those allega-
tions against them for a very long time,” 
Crane says. “That’s the reason the case means 
so much to Jeff and I — it was the right re-
sult.”

— Ginny LaRoe

Alison Crane & Jeffrey Nevin
Bledsoe, Cathcart, Diestel, Pedersen & Treppa / Nevin Law Firm
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LEFT TO RIGHT: Jeffrey Nevin and Alison Crane
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 In a profession where fiercely advocat-
ing for a client often means dominating 
the courtroom, standing down can be 

a hard thing to do.
But a less-is-more approach is what Oak-

land solo practitioner Randy Sue Pollock 
employed in defending a young man she 
calls merely a “wannabe” who was swept 
up in a major racketeering prosecution of 
MS-13 gang members. Over the course of 
a five-month jury trial in a San Francisco 
federal courtroom that featured seven de-
fendants, more than 150 witnesses and 400 
exhibits, Pollock largely sat quietly while 
the other lawyers in the room duked it 
out. 

It paid off. Her client, Walter Cruz-Zav-
ala, was the only defendant acquitted of all 
counts, which threatened to send him away 
for the rest of his life.

“Winning a RICO trial is very rare,” said 
Pollock, who was appointed counsel for 
Cruz-Zavala in U.S. v. Cerna. “It just 
doesn’t happen” for the defense. 

It helped that prosecutors put on rela-
tively little evidence against Pollock’s client 
compared to the mountains of evidence 
directed at the other defendants, all of 
whom are now serving life terms. But it also 
took restraint and a close adherence to her 
plan, Pollock said. “Some lawyers will get 
up and say to a witness, ‘You don’t know 
Walter Cruz-Zavala.’ But that isn’t what I 
wanted to do. Why mention his name? I 
was trying to not mention his name.”

That didn’t sit well with Cruz-Zavala at 
the start of the trial, when the other de-
fense attorneys combatting murder, thiev-
ing and drug accusations took hours upon 
hours arguing both before judge and 
jury. 

“My client 
tried to fire me 
after a month,” 
Pollock says. “He 
said, ‘You’re not 
doing anything.’” 
But San Francis-
co U.S. District 
Judge William 
Alsup “got it” 
and didn’t re-
move her, she 
said.

In fact, after 
the verdicts were 
delivered, Alsup 
offered an exalta-
tion of Pollock. In 
a rare public re-
view of a lawyer’s 
performance by 
a federal judge, 
Alsup told The 
Recorder she ex-
emplified what 
he called the “Abe 
Lincoln” ap-
proach. “She had 
a very clear-cut 
agenda to zero in 
on one or two key 
issues,” Alsup 
said in an inter-
view a few weeks following the August 2011 
verdict. “She did that very effectively, and at 
the end of the day, the jury gave her a com-
plete acquittal of her client.”

At 62, and with a career dedicated almost 
exclusively to criminal defense, Pollock has 
heard “not guilty” before in both state and 
federal courts. But this one was different, 

she said, in part because of the case’s 
prominence with the Bay Area criminal 
bar. The verdicts were read in a courtroom 
packed with peers and prosecutors, in-
cluding U.S. Attorney Melinda Haag and 
her top brass. Plus, it was a grueling trial 
with Alsup’s notoriously early mornings, 
short breaks and high expectations, not to 

mention the hard-charging assistant U.S. 
attorneys, Wai Shun “Wilson” Leung and 
William Frentzen, whom she was up 
against.

“It was a case of a lifetime,” Pollock 
says.

— Ginny LaRoe

Randy Sue Pollock
Law Offices of Randy Sue Pollock
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 Gangland violence isn’t always front 
and center in high-profile San Fran-
cisco cases, but two prosecutors can 

take credit for putting away a small army of 
violent MS-13 members in what was the 
most resounding victory last year for the 
U.S. attorney’s office.

Federal prosecutors William Frentzen 
and Wai Shun “Wilson” Leung spent the 
better part of 2011 battling some of the 
more pugnacious members of the Bay Area 
criminal defense bar and their clients — 
seven of whom stood trial together for bra-
zen murder and other menacing crimes as 
part of a racketeering conspiracy. After a 
grueling five-month trial, Frentzen and Le-
ung won convictions against six of the de-
fendants, all of whom were sentenced to 
life terms.

Frentzen, 41, chief of the Organized 
Crime Strike Force, is credited with expert-
ly connecting with the jury, which in post-
verdict conversations praised the prosecu-
tor’s “swagger.”

“He’s able to speak to a jury in a language 
they understand,” said Frentzen’s supervi-
sor, Assistant U.S. Attorney Miranda Kane, 
chief of the Criminal Division.

Leung, 39, a line prosecutor under 
Frentzen, took the lead on the extensive 
motions work and got props from supervi-
sors for his professionalism and “encyclo-
pedic knowledge” of the complicated facts. 
Kane said he “did a very good job at coun-
tering the barrage of motions that came in 
this case,” including a lengthy and conten-
tious discovery process, accusations of 
prosecutorial misconduct and other tricky 

issues.
And she said he did an admirable job of 

“staying above the fray” when the motions 
seemed to get personal. “Wilson is very 
good in that area — staying professional 
even when it’s personally challenging.”

Jurors also heard from Justice Depart-
ment gang prosecutor Theryn Gibbons. She 
has worked with local prosecutors on the 
MS-13 crackdown, which has led to the 
prosecution of 44 people, 31 of whom were 
charged with racketeering-related offenses. 
At press time, the government had won 
convictions in all but two of the racketeer-
ing cases (see accompanying profile).

While Frentzen is the kind of hard-charg-
ing career prosecutor that colleagues and 
opposing counsel couldn’t imagine on the 
other side of the courtroom, he dabbled in 
defense work while at Tulane University 
Law School. He interned in the New Or-
leans federal public defender’s office and 
clerked in the criminal defense division of 
the Legal Aid Society in the Bronx.

“He’s extraordinarily strong in cases like 
those involving gangs and drugs and vio-
lence and cooperating witnesses,” U.S. At-
torney Melinda Haag said. “And he’s some-
body with very deep experience in that kind 
of work.”

She added, “If something happens that 
throws a monkey wrench into the proceed-
ings, Wil does not blink. He handles it, and 
he handles it well.”

Case in point: Just days before the trial 
began against the seven MS-13 members 
in U.S. v. Cerna, a gang informant who was 
set to be a star witness was himself indicted 

for lying to his handlers about his violent 
past. That informant was tried in a different 
courtroom while Frentzen and Leung con-
tinued plugging away on U.S. v. Cerna.

“They handled it quickly and handled it 
correctly,” Haag said of the trial team.

Like Frentzen, Leung is essentially a ca-
reer prosecutor, also with DOJ experience 
on the East Coast. He was in the Justice De-
partment honors program straight out of 
Columbia Law before clerking for the Sec-

ond Circuit U.S. Court of Appeals.
When Leung joined the Northern District 

of California in ’08, it was a homecoming. 
He is a 1990 graduate of San Francisco’s 
Lowell High School and earned his under-
graduate degree from UC-Berkeley.

Both Leung and Frentzen declined to be 
interviewed, pending ongoing cases against 
MS-13 defendants. 

— Ginny LaRoe

William Frentzen & Wai Shun “Wilson” Leung
Northern District U.S. attorney’s office
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Randy Sue Pollock
Law Offices of Randy Sue Pollock
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William Frentzen & Wai Shun “Wilson” Leung
Northern District U.S. attorney’s office
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baseball players accused of sexually assault-
ing a drunken teenager at a San Jose house 
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pa, said she knew she needed to “sell a dra-
matic story” to win over jurors. 
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In a profession where fiercely advocat-
ing for a client often means dominat-
ing the courtroom, standing down 

can be a hard thing to do. 

But a less-is-more approach is what 
Oakland solo practitioner Randy Sue 
Pollock employed in defending a young 
man she calls merely a “wannabe” who 
was swept up in a major racketeering 
prosecution of MS-13 gang members. 
Over the course of a five-month jury trial 
in a San Francisco federal courtroom that 
featured seven defendants, more than 
150 witnesses and 400 exhibits, Pollock 
largely sat quietly while the other lawyers 
in the room duked it out. 

It paid off. Her client, Walter Cruz-
Zavala, was the only defendant acquitted 
of all counts, which threatened to send 
him away for the rest of his life. 

“Winning a RICO trial is very rare,” said 
Pollock, who was appointed counsel 
for Cruz-Zavala in U.S. v. Cerna. “It just 
doesn’t happen” for the defense. 

It helped that prosecutors put on 
relatively little evidence against Pollock’s 
client compared to the mountains of 
evidence directed at the other defen-
dants, all of whom are now serving life 
terms. But it also took restraint and a 
close adherence to her plan, Pollock said. 
“Some lawyers will get up and say to a 
witness, ‘You don’t know Walter Cruz-
Zavala.’ But that isn’t what I wanted to do. 
Why mention his name? I was trying to 
not mention his name.” 

That didn’t sit well with Cruz-Zavala 
at the start of the trial, when the other 
defense attorneys combatting murder, 
thieving and drug accusations took hours 
upon hours arguing both before judge 
and jury. 

“My client tried to fire me after a 
month,” Pollock says. “He said, ‘You’re 
not doing anything.’” But San Francisco 
U.S. District Judge William Alsup “got it” 
and didn’t remove her, she said. 

In fact, after the verdicts were delivered, 
Alsup offered an exaltation of Pollock. In 
a rare public review of a lawyer’s perfor-
mance by a federal judge, Alsup told The 
Recorder she exemplified what he called 
the “Abe Lincoln” approach. “She had a 
very clear-cut agenda to zero in on one 
or two key issues,” Alsup said in an inter-
view a few weeks following the August 
2011 verdict. “She did that very effective-
ly, and at the end of the day, the jury gave 
her a complete acquittal of her client.” 

At 62, and with a career dedicated 
almost exclusively to criminal defense, 
Pollock has heard “not guilty” before in 
both state and federal courts. But this one 
was different, she said, in part because of 
the case’s prominence with the Bay Area 
criminal bar. The verdicts were read in a 
courtroom packed with peers and prose-
cutors, including U.S. Attorney Melinda 
Haag and her top brass. Plus, it was a 
grueling trial with Alsup’s notoriously 
early mornings, short breaks and high 
expectations, not to mention the hard-
charging assistant U.S. attorneys, Wai 
Shun “Wilson” Leung and William Frent-
zen, whom she was up against. 

“It was a case of a lifetime,” Pollock says. 

— Ginny LaRoe


