Seeing the PBA
as an ‘Extended
Family’ for
Lawyers

Interview with
incoming PBA President
Gretchen Mundorff

By Don Sarvey

ennsylvania lawyers likely will
discover in Gretchen Mundorff

she will be the 116th president to lead
the PBA and its more than 29,000

“I was raised here by a very tight-knit
family,” Mundorff said in an interview at

a PBA president who under-

stands and values the concept

of community and who will
see the PBA, at least in part, as a way for
members “to become part of each other’s
extended families.”

When Mundorff takes office during the
Annual Meeting May 12-14 in Hershey,
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members, but only the second woman
to do so. Leslie Anne Miller was the first
in 1998-99.

Mundorff is firmly anchored in and
influenced by a “feeling of belonging”
that emanates from the community-
centric culture of her hometown of
Connellsville in Fayette County.

her office at the beginning of March. “I
grew up in the type of family where you
not only knew all of your first, second
and third cousins, but you actually liked
them and were together for every signifi-
cant event in the life of the family.” She
added, “At the PBA I found my legal

family.”



She has risen through the ranks of the
PBA — chair of the Young Lawyers
Division, member of the House of
Delegates, Zone 6 governor, secretary
of the Board of Governors, vice chair
of the Commission on Women in the
Profession, among other positions.

Her career “shows a woman can rise
through the chairs and take a rightful
position as president,” said her friend and
colleague, Allegheny County lawyer and
incoming PBA Secretary Penina Licber.

Longtime friend, Fayette County lawyer
and current Zone 6 Governor Anne John
said she always knew Mundorff would
one day lead the PBA. John described her
as a strong, passionate leader with a “bal-
anced way of presenting issues that brings
people together.”

John said Mundorff believes menrors
should be available and accessible to young
lawyers and expects her to promote men-
toring strongly during her year in office.

Lieber predicted Mundorff will be “a very
positive force for people coming together
and working together.” Lieber said of her:
“She calls herself a country lawyer in a
small firm in a small town. She will be
conscious of the economic challenges

of small-firm and solo lawyers ... and
she’s in touch with the need to gain new
[PBA] members.”

Mundorff’s hometown is situated along
the Youghiogheny River. A hundred years
ago it had 22,000 residents, claimed the
title “king of coal and coke” and boasted
more millionaires per capita than any
place in the country. Today Connellsville
is a city of sligh[ly more than 9,000
people trying to build a new identity
with tourism and outdoor recreation.

Mundorff’s law firm — Watson,
Mundorff, Brooks & Sepic — occupies
a modern, one-story office building atop

a hill overlooking the city. Her firm, with
five lawyers about to become six, is the
largest in the county.

It’s the kind of town, Mundorff said,
where “you just know a lot of folks. It’s a
town where you can call for your pre-
scription and you don’t have to say who
you are because they recognize your voice.
I like thar feeling. I cant tell you how
many of my clients turn out to be friends.
I go to their kids’ weddings. I go to their
parents’ funerals.”

Her father, Jack, worked in a steel mill,
drove a taxi, labored in a box factory and
worked on the B&O Railroad before
embarking on a 35-year career in finance.
Her late mother, Kitty, trained as a nurse
under Dr. Benjamin Spock and raised
both Mundorff and her sister, Jennifer,

as “Spock babies.” Mundorff and her
husband, Donald Heckathorne, head of
accounting at Hidden Valley Resort, live
just two blocks from her father and the
hOuSe Whﬂre She greW up “Wilen the
leaves are off the trees he can stand on his
back balcony and I can stand on our back
patio and we can wave to each other.”

Mundorff said she was shy as a child but
began to overcome her reticence and
learned to speak out in her junior high
civics class. She was already interested in
the law art that early point. Her interest
really blossomed in the 11th grade when
a local lawyer came to speak at her
problems-of-democracy class. His ralk
brought home to her that “lawyers have
a unique ability to influence everything
that happens in our society.” Thar lawyer,
David Reiss, is now one of her Fayette
County colleagues.

She studied psychology at Chatham
College in Pittsburgh, enjoying the
family-like atmosphere of the fourth-
oldest women’s college in the country.
One of her school friends was Debra

Todd, now a justice of the Pennsylvania

May | June 2010 The Pennsylvania Lawyer

45



Supreme Court. After graduating summa
cum laude in 1981, Mundorff went

to law school at William and Mary in
Williamsburg, Va., and found there the
same comfortable feeling she had ar
Chatham. While in law school she served
as a night shift law clerk at the Eastern
Virginia State Mental Hospital, an experi-
ence that gave her perspective on the
terrible magnitude of problems people
can suffer from.

After her second year of law school,
Mundorff clerked for Fayette County
lawyer Ira Coldren Jr., who served as
PBA president in 1986-87. “He was
heavily involved in trial work and it was
like Nirvana helping him prepare cases,”

she said.

After she graduated in 1984, she went

to work for a law firm in Pitsburgh. “I
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swear there were more unwritten rules in
Allegheny County than written rules,” she
recalled. “All of this stuff was sort of like
the rules of protocol and good manners
and the law and everything all rolled
together. You really needed somebody,

a mentor, and | would say that I left
Pittsburgh for a number of reasons, one
of which was the lack of lawyers who
would really mentor young lawyers at
the dme.”

Coldren called her one day while she was
still in Pittsburgh and, perhaps sensing
she might have been unhappy, made a
point of telling her, “There’s always a
place for you here.” She said, “Two weeks
later I was working for Ira.”

It was Coldren who introduced Mundorff
to the PBA. “He put a memo in my mail-
box saying, “The Young Lawyers are meet-
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ing at Toftrees at such and such a date
and I urge you to attend.” Let me tell you,
when Ira Coldren ‘urged’ you to do any-
thing as a young associate, youd darn well
better do it. I was instantaneously wel-
comed and felt right at home.”

Mundorff’s career arc changed again in
the summer of 1987 when she met
Chuck Wartson, who was practicing with
a partner just outside Connellsville. In
typical small-town fashion there was a
connection. Watson had at one time been
the paperboy for Mundorft’s grandpar-
ents. The two hit it off over an explorato-
ry lunch. She said he liked doing estate
and corporate work but didn’t care for
going to court while she loved being in
court and wanted to be a partner in her
own firm but knew it would take a long
time at the Coldren firm. They joined
forces and stayed in Watson’s existing firm
until 1989 and then founded a new firm
called Watson & Mundorff, which has
since grown into Watson, Mundorff,

Brooks & Sepic.

Mundorff has had a long run as solicitor
for the Fayette County Zoning Hearing
Board and when she gets her name in the
local papers it’s often in connection with
zoning cases. Those cases have dealt with
an eclectic assortment of issues — from
conditions for operating a wind farm, to
permission for where explosives can be
stored, to the siting of a methadone clin-
ic. She also handles family law issues, and
in thart arena she tends to subscribe to the
philosophy once imparted by a law pro-
fessor: “As soon as you put your toe in the
courtroom you've lost.”

She’s also a litigator who tries med mal
and personal injury cases and for whom
the thrill of communicating a client’s
case to a jury in a courtroom has never
diminished: “You never know whar a
jury is going to do. Its exciting thinking
on your feet. There’s always something
that happens, something unexpected,
unanticipated, then its heart-pounding,
adrenaline-rush time.”



Mundorff has had a few disappoint-
ments alOng [he Way- She ran unsuccess-
fully for political office three times, for
the state House of Representatives in
1994, for county judge in 2001 and for
district judge in 2009. She still harbors
ambitions for the bench. “That’s defi-
nitely still there, but there are no open-
ings coming up.” But if she were to
become a judge, she said, she'd be “the
type of judge who never forgets what it
was like to be lawyer.”

Her goals for her year as PBA president
are well defined — promoting civics
education in the schools, fostering the
spread of mentoring and widening the
PBA’s involvement in pro bono.

“One of my initiatives will be to talk
about the need to bring civics education
back into our classrooms,” she said. “I

spent some time with [3rd U.S. District
Court of Appeals Judge] Midge
[Marjorie] Rendell recently because she
shares this passion. We're going to uy

in a collaborative effort to work together

to bring that back into Pennsylvania
schools.”

Mundorff said she was influenced by a
speech given by former U.S. Supreme
Court Justice David Souter at the ABA
conference in Chicago last summer.

“I heard Justice Souter say that the sur-
veys they have done across the country
show that we are graduating high school
seniors who, when asked what are the
three branches of government, didn’
know. They said Democrat, Republican
and Independent. There’s something
fundamentally wrong with that.”

As for mentoring, she said, “We started
that at the last House of Delegates meet-
ing, I circulated on my power pink sta-
tionery — which you will see a lot of —
a sign-up sheet for mentoring. We're
going to pair the people who sign up to
be mentors with new admirttees. Then
we're going to run a new admittee con-
ference with the mentors in conjunction
with the Young Lawyers Division meet-
ing in July at Seven Springs.”

Her ultimate goal, she said, is to get
every new admittee linked up with a
mentot. “I think nobody gets where they

For years | took great pride in drafting my own documents using

a word processor.

Then | learned how WealthDocx™ could improve my drafting
efficiency and increase my profitability. The time | save allows
me to see twice the number of clients | used to see.

Today, my new partner and | appreciate the new strategies and

improvements in WealthDocx. We are using its new Domestic

Asset Protection Trust module to serve the asset protection needs
of physicians, dentists and other high-risk business clients.

&SsS
WealthCounsel

For more information,
call 1-888-659-4069, ext. 819.

Powered by UM WealthDocx™7

View our WealthDocx 7 Brainshark Demo on the web at www.wealthcounsel.com

May | June 2010 The Pennsylvania Lawyer

47






