
Judge Stark’s Rules of Court 

 The rules had been written on an aging legal pad, and found stuffed in the top drawer of a 

metal courthouse desk. Printed. Neatly. By hand. And underlined in places. They looked, at first, 

like they might be important, but the observers weren’t so sure because the rules were bracketed 

and partially covered by a creeping pile of outdated court calendars and other official looking 

documents, all of which were typed.  

 A cleaning crew had been dispatched to the chambers of the retired judge to make it 

ready for his successor. In addition to their normal cleaning duties, their assignment required 

them to empty and clean the judge’s desk. In doing so, they found the rules. 

 Augustus Langhorne Stark was from the old school of judging.1 He didn’t care for 

computers or smart phones, and he always took notes by hand. Most in the courthouse thought 

him out of touch. Not up with the times. Still handing documents to the jury rather than 

displaying them visually on a screen. He must have seemed like a dinosaur in a 21st Century 

legal system, less the vegetarian and more the carnivore. And, on those occasions when his rules 

were violated, he was the largest of them all: the Tyrannosaurus Rex of judges.  

 Judge Stark had just finished the last trial of his career a week earlier and exited the 

judicial system in style. One reporter called it the “Trial of the Century,” a legal fight with 

Christmas on the line in the courtroom affectionately known as “The People’s Court,” a 

misdemeanor courtroom where lies are often traded like high fives at a football game. Judge 

Stark was glad to be done with it.  

 Gathering around the desk to take a look, the cleaning crew was intrigued by the rules. 

No legal ease appeared on the single page. The words were easy to read; no $300 per hour words 

                                                 
1 Judge Stark is the fictional judge in The Christmas Heist: A Courtroom Adventure, published by Lystra Books, 
available in stores, and on-line in print and eBook.  For information on the book, see: www.thechristmasheist.com.  

http://www.thechristmasheist.com/


to be found. Instead, they were clear. Understandable. Direct. Full of common sense. Kind of 

like Judge Stark had been every day of his 35 years on the bench. 

 Scrawled in the top right hand corner of the page was a date that was hard to read, below 

which appeared handwriting that said: “Tips for New Lawyers in My Courtroom.”   

 One of the janitorial crew members sat down in the judge’s chair and began to read 

aloud. The others listened quietly with interest.  

 Rule 1:  Show up on time. If you can’t read a watch, what makes you think you can make 

a logical argument? If you show up when the judge arrives, you are late. If you arrive fifteen 

minutes early, you are on time. Bottom line: Don’t be late for your very important date.  

 Rule 2:    Be prepared.  Preparation is the key to success. Not brains. Not wisdom. Not 

oratory. Not experience. Not grades. Not good looks.  Bottom line: Know the facts and the law, 

plan ahead and practice, practice, practice.  

 Rule 3:  Be Courteous.  You may hate the other lawyer, hate the other party, be frustrated 

with the other side’s actions and tactics, and not like the rulings of the court, but if you are 

discourteous in court, it will reflect poorly on you. Juries don’t much like lawyers anyway, but 

they despise the disrespectful attorney. Bottom line: Wear a cheerful countenance at all times.  

 Rule 4:  Don’t interrupt.  See rule 3 above. Bottom line: Just like in kindergarten, you 

need to take your turn.  

 Rule 5.  Speak clearly. Mumbling is hard on the court reporter.  Enunciate. Don’t be shy. 

Speak up. Bottom line: Lip reading is an acquired skill. Juries and judges are not mind readers. 

 Rule 6:   Don’t be Pretentious.  No one cares what Ivy League school you attended, or 

how many big words you think you know. If you want to reach the jury and most judges, have a 



conversation with them. Don’t talk at them or down to them. Bottom line: Unless pig Latin is 

your native tongue, stay away from it.  

 Rule 7:  Pick your battles.  Not every objection is worth making. Not every argument is 

worth repeating. Take your turn, and avoid the itch to bounce up and down for the last word, else 

you and your adversary look to the judge like targets in a Whack-a-Mole game. Bottom line: Use 

common sense in the battles you choose to fight and give the court and jury credit; they probably 

got your point the first time.  

 Rule 8:  Be a good listener and think before you speak.  God made humans with two ears 

and one mouth for a reason. Listen first. Talk third. Think hard in-between. Bottom line: More 

information is gathered by listening than talking.  

 Rule 9:  If you don’t have the answer, don’t pretend.  Juries and judges have an innate 

ability to detect ‘BS.’  The quickest way to kill your case is to try to fake your way through 

something. Bottom line: Don’t waste time being an idiot. Own up to it and move on.  

 Rule 10: Maintain your credibility. Nothing could be more important than your 

credibility. Once you lose that, you lose the respect of the court and the jury. Worse, you are 

likely to lose your case. If there is a seed of doubt about a lawyer’s honesty or integrity, the seed 

will take root and grow into a monstrous case-eating plant. Bottom line: You were given the 

privilege to practice in a learned profession. Don’t abuse the privilege.  

 The crew then completed their work, turned off the lights and left the room. The office 

was clean from top to bottom. The desk was empty. The room was ready for the next judge.  

A few steps away, in the public hallway, there was a bulletin board outside the People’s 

Court. The only thing on it was Judge Stark’s calendar of cases for the previous week. A crew 



member removed the calendar and threw it away. In its place, she posted Judge Stark’s rules. 

Maybe, she thought, it would do a young lawyer some good.  
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