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IT WASN’T SO long ago that in-house 
lawyers were the “untouchables” of the le-
gal profession, in the words of one former 
practitioner.

That may be a stretch, but it’s true in-
house counsel were not treated as equals by 
their peers in law firms, said Nick Muller, 
whose long career includes stints as both 
outside and in-house counsel.

“There was a feeling that if you weren’t 
in a big law firm you were kind of second-
class,” he said. “There was a tendency to 
patronize us.”

That all began to change 30 years ago. 
In the spring of 1982, corporate counsel 
from some of the nation’s biggest compa-
nies gathered in Dallas to talk about form-
ing a national organization to represent 
their interests.

Muller attended that meeting. He was 
general counsel of Samsonite Corp. at the 
time, which was then owned by corporate 
behemoth Beatrice.

Muller and a few other general counsel 
from the Denver area’s leading companies 
were already in the process of starting a 
similar group within Colorado.

That effort began a year earlier, when 
Dan Hoffman, then dean of Denver Uni-
versity’s law school, asked Muller to sit on 
the curriculum committee, to lend the per-
spective of the in-house practitioner.

Muller did just that. He told Hoff-
man there was nothing in the curriculum 
that would prepare law students to work 
in-house.

The role of in-house lawyers once con-
sisted largely of hiring outside attorneys to 
handle legal matters of any significance. It 
amounted to a lot of paper shuffling, and 
this fed the perception that in-house coun-
sel were something less than real attorneys, 
Muller said.

But starting in the 1970s, as state and 
federal government added more regulatory 
bodies, and with them ever-increasing lay-
ers of regulation, things changed. Compa-
nies increasingly needed in-house counsel 
who were conversant with all of these 
regulations and understood how they in-
tersected with the business side of things.

But law school curriculums weren’t re-
flecting these shifts, even as more graduates 
were going to work in-house.

Hoffman asked Muller to teach a 
course on in-house lawyering. He agreed, 
but wanted it to be a seminar-style course 
with multiple instructors.

Four other general counsel joined him 
to teach the first class in the spring of 1982: 
Tom Gibson at Gates Corp., Larry DeMuth 
at Mountain Bell, Earl Parker at Johns 
Manville and Chet Martine at StorageTek.

The five general counsel also created an 
internship program through the university. 
Each brought a student into his law de-
partment to give them a taste of life as an 
in-house lawyer. That program continues 
today.

Meanwhile, the five also started talking 
about creating an organization of Colo-
rado in-house counsel. There already was 
something called the Colorado Association 
of Corporate Counsel, which began in the 
mid-’70s. But it was an informal group 
dominated by outside attorneys who used 
it to pitch their services, Muller said.

Muller and his colleagues wanted to 
create an organization that would serve 
the interests of in-house lawyers alone. 
They began reaching out to other in-house 
counsel in Colorado. And that’s when they 

heard about the meeting in Dallas.
It was that meeting that gave birth to 

what is now the Association of Corporate 
Counsel but was first named the American 
Corporate Counsel Association. Robert 
Banks, then vice president and general 
counsel of Xerox, who became the first 
board chair of the new association, was 
among the 53 general counsel at the Dal-
las meeting. Muller said when he informed 
the group of the efforts already under way 
back home, Banks suggested that Colorado 
become the first chapter of the national 
organization.

And so it did. Two weeks ago, the Colo-
rado Chapter of the Association of Corpo-
rate Counsel threw a party celebrating its 
30th anniversary.

Muller also came away from the Dallas 
meeting with a copy of Xerox’s policy for 
managing outside counsel. In-house law-
yers had long struggled with how to keep 
outside legal costs under control (and still 
do). The arrangements with outside firms, 
especially when it came to litigation, often 
seemed like a blank check, Muller said.

The Xerox policy shed some light on 
how to get these costs under control, and 
Muller used it as a recruiting tool for the 
Colorado chapter of ACC. Each in-house 
lawyer who joined got a copy.

The new chapter hosted the first of 
what would become monthly meetings in 
the fall of 1982, Muller said. The program 
featured the president of U.S. West (for-
merly Mountain Bell) talking about what 
CEOs expect from their in-house counsel. 
It drew 350 people.

In-house lawyers were hungry for pro-
gramming tailored to their work, Muller 
said. In May 1983, the chapter hosted its 
first daylong seminar, which it called the 
Annual Corporate Counseling Institute. 
Topics included managing outside counsel, 
litigation and dispute management, pre-
venting labor problems and avoiding anti-
trust issues. Muller and William Erickson, 
then chief justice of the Colorado Supreme 
Court, presented a session on legal ethics in 
the corporate setting. The event drew 500 
people.

In-house counsel were getting orga-
nized, and law firms were taking notice, 

Muller said. Lawyers in big firms may not 
have had much respect for their colleagues 
in-house, but doing work for large com-
panies was the bread-and-butter business 
for many of these firms. Now the people in 
charge of the legal budgets for these com-
panies were coming together and talking 
about ways to reduce spending.

At the same time, some general coun-
sel at large companies started hiring in-
house lawyers to handle, or at least closely 
oversee, litigation. This was a big change, 
Muller said. “In-house tended to be mostly 
transactional attorneys. We always tended 
to go outside for litigation matters … but 
the costs would really eat us alive.”

Gibson, the general counsel at Gates 
Corp., was among those who tested the wa-
ters. He brought several lawyers in-house 
to handle litigation in different areas and 
saw his costs go down. His success and that 
of others inspired other corporate counsel 
to bring more litigation work in-house.

“Once we brought in someone with 
expertise in litigation that person knew 
the game. ‘I’m here to control the costs. I 
make the decisions.’ That was a sea change,” 
Muller said.

In-house counsel were gaining more 
financial leverage with law firms, but what 
really put them on an equal footing as law-
yers was a landmark court ruling. The case 
involved in-house counsel who wanted to 
see the transcripts of depositions taken by 
outside attorneys hired to defend the com-
pany in a lawsuit. The attorneys refused to 
hand the transcripts over, saying they were 
confidential.

The court’s ruling against the outside 
firm was an early victory for the American 
Corporate Counsel Association, which had 
argued that as lawyers for the company on 
whose behalf the depositions were taken, 
in-house counsel had every right to see 
them. It got everyone’s attention.

“That was really the beginning of the 
growth of inside counsel to equality with 
the outside bar,” Gibson said.

Today, the now-global Association of 
Corporate Counsel has more than 30,000 
members in 75 countries, and the Colorado 
chapter has more than 600 members. •
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