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Still Feisty After All These Years

The weekly tabloid
informs and afflicts
members of the bar

| By Scott Goldstein

eople like to say they only read the

Law Journal for the case digests,”

says Robert S. Steinbaum, publisher

of New Jersey Law Journal. But they
like the gossip, too. “There’s no question
our readers like to read about disciplinary
proceedings, big verdicts, law-firm merg-
ers, profits and judges.”

The Journal is where they get that and
other industry scuttlebutt. It was the first
to rank New Jersey’s judges and its features
include an annual list of the state’s top-
grossing law firms, which initially received
loud objections from those featured. The
Journal also runs a column highlighting
items such as suspensions and feuds
among lawyers.

Whether the paper is a lawyer’s fa-
vorite or a source of pique, one thing’s for
sure: It’s a survivor. The New Jersey Law

Journal will mark its 125th anniversary this
year with a September charity gala at the
New Jersey Performing Arts Center.

While the paper has added lighter
features since Steinbaum came on board
in 1987, hard legal news has remained the
Newark-based weekly’s bread and butter.
Steinbaum says a penchant for strong ed-
itorials on the court system also contin-
ues unabated.

“I feel like I'm a trustee of a state in-
stitution that is somewhat responsible for
the court reform that is the badge of our
state’s progress,” he says.

The Journal—the second-oldest legal
newspaper in the country after the Legal In-
telligencer in Philadelphia—started out as an
insert in the weekly Somerset Gazette, a fore-
runner to the Somerset Messenger-Gazette. In
1878, Publisher A. Van Doren Honeyman
transformed it into a stand-alone monthly
booklet carrying legal notices and editorials.
Today, the paper is a meaty tabloid with an
18-person editorial staff and an audited paid
circulation of 8,000.

The Journal, which has operated from
the same downtown Newark offices for 68
years, largely confined itself to case digests
and editorials on the state of the legal sys-
tem until 1986. That year it was acquired
by American Lawyer, a company owned by
Steven Brill, the founder of Court TV. Brill
installed a news staff and, says Steinbaum,
exhorted writers to model their reporting
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The paper has been a stand-alone since 1878.

after the punchier style of The Wall Street
Journal. Brill sold the paper in 1997 to
American Lawyer Media of New York City,
which also publishes the New York Law
Journal, the National Law Journal and
Philadelphia’s Legal Intelligencer.

Brill’s edge has remained under Stein-
baum and Editor-in-Chief Ronald J.
Fleury, two lawyers who relish their second
careers as journalists. “Up until 1986, there
were essentially no byline articles except
those written by lawyers which were analy-
ses of case law,” Fleury says. “What Steve
did was make us a more traditional news-
paper. To some, that was racy. Then again,
anything different than what we were do-
ing before would have been a head turner.”
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And turn heads the paper did, as it be-
gan dishing dirt in addition to the more
prosaic content. The “Inadmissible” col-
umn debuted in 1990, summarizing the
tribulations and achievements of lawyers,
judges and politicians. In 1995, the paper
introduced “Winners and Losers.” A recent
issue’s losers included a partner of a large
law firm who had been arrested for misap-
propriating a client’s money. One of the
winners was an attorney who prevailed in
a precedent-setting case.

The controversial ranking of Superior
Court judges, which first appeared in 1989,
is based on a survey of trial lawyers. They
rate judges on demeanor, respect, fairness
and legal knowledge. As the first public
evaluation of New Jersey’s judges, it kicked
up a firestorm when it premiered. Robert
Wilentz, then chief justice of the state
Supreme Court, denounced it as a perni-
cious popularity contest, tempting judges
to play to the crowd and threatening their
independence. Even some lawyers criti-
cized the list. Still, the judicial surveys that

“Law firms were
astounded to be
asked what they
earned and felt worse

having it published.”

Ronald J. Fleury
Editor in chief, New Jersey Law Journal

followed in 1993 and 1999 saw increasing
numbers of survey responses.

“While opposition comes from the
court system, lawyers love it,” Fleury says.
“It’s the only place they can find any form
of qualifying information about a judge’s
strengths and weaknesses.”

In 1987, the paper debuted its annual
list of Top 10 revenue-generating law

firms, since expanded to 20. “Law firms
were astounded to be asked what they
earned and felt worse about having it pub-
lished,” Fleury says. “But little by little, they
gained an understanding that this is a busi-
ness environment, not just a community of
colleagues. Being part of the Top 20 is a
market distinction that, even if they won’t
admit it, law firms would like.”

But that doesn’t mean all of the state’s
attorneys relished the chance to appear in
the pages of the Journal. In 1992 the New
Jersey State Bar Association launched its
own weekly, New Jersey Lawyer. Like the
Journal, it carries legal notices and digests
of court decisions. However, the Lawyer is
a thinner paper with a smaller staff and a
subscription rate of $199 per year, com-
pared with $385 per year or $265 for solo
lawyers for the Journal. The Lawyer, whose
circulation is not audited, claims a paid
circulation of just over 8,000.

“There is no question that the New
Jersey Lawyer was established to present a
different point of view and to be less gos-
sipy,” says Cynthia Jacob, former president
of the New Jersey State Bar Association.

In response to the competition, says
Steinbaum, “We knew we had to be better
than what we’d been.” Improvements have
included bolstering the paper’s traditional
law coverage with investigative stories. A
1996 article questioned whether Megan’s
Law would have saved Megan Kanka.
Writer Tim O’Brien found that most of the
people in the Kankas’ neighborhood al-

Steinbaum'’s team has added features like a
winners and losers column while maintaining
the paper’s crusading edge.

ready knew there was a convicted sexual
offender living nearby.

“We have a good secondary beat on
government issues,” says Steinbaum, who
was an assistant U.S. attorney in Newark
from 1979 to 1984. “Lawyers don’t need to
know it to practice law, but we view our
role as covering government because gov-
ernment is composed of law.”

The Journal has always done some
crusading. Its first editor, State Senator Ed-
ward Q. Keasbey, wrote pieces imploring
the state to simplify the judicial system. In
the 1940s, the paper launched a series of
front-page editorials promoting court re-
form. Some of the ideas—which echoed
those voiced by Keasbey a generation earli-
er—were adopted in a 1946 amendment to
the state constitution.

While the Journals circulation may be
relatively modest, its readership is a loyal one.
Jack Furlong, a West Trenton criminal and
civil rights lawyer, has been reading the pub-
lication with interest for more than 20 years.
“It is the most recent statement of the law; it
is the most recent statement of the profession
and it tells you what the real deal is with
every judge and lawyer in the state,” Furlong
says. “They tend to bullet-point it for you.”

“Readers like the snappiness of our ar-
ticles,” says Steinbaum. “We don’t pull
punches and there are no sacred cows.” m
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