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fter two decades as a successful litigator, Bob Black
transitioned to full-time mediation. It was a significant
development for his firm and an important moment in
his career. Black’s decision to leave a practice he excelled at for
a practice even better suited to his skills speaks volumes about
his approach to learning, leadership, and the law.
By the early 1990s, as alternative dispute resolution was
becoming widespread, Black had tried more than 50 cases to
verdict. Litigation suited his competitive nature, his analytical
skills, and his inclination to devour information. As a party to
court-ordered mediations, however, Black started to realize
how much he enjoyed the negotiating side of resolving disputes. He mediated a few cases and discovered he was a natural.
Black had expansive knowledge of the law, made people feel
comfortable and respected, and could bring opposing parties
together swiftly and amicably. For years, Black tried to balance
a growing mediation practice with trial work, but found litigation to be less and less personally satisfying.
“I remember being in a patent trial that lasted for weeks,”
said Black, the managing shareholder of MehaffyWeber. “As it
droned on, with endless chemistry lessons, I kept thinking
about how much I preferred mediation.”
One of Black’s hallmarks as a leader is his ability to listen to
criticism and make changes. A turning point in his legal career
occurred when Black was trying a case with a young member of
the firm named Michele Smith. When Black expressed limited
enthusiasm for the dozens of depositions ahead, his colleague
spoke passionately about the senior-level engagement the case
demanded. Black realized she was right, arranged the next
morning for a senior partner to help, and turned his entire
practice over to Smith. “Michele was only saying what needed
to be said,” Black reflected, “The time had come.” To date,
Black has mediated more than 3,000 disputes.
As the firm’s managing shareholder, Black strives to create
an environment in which lawyers like Smith can thrive. Smith
recounts an early lesson she received from Black. “I have an
accounting degree and Bob’s a brilliant writer,” she explained.
“I left a draft of a pretrial report for an accident case on his
desk.” When Smith saw the draft again, Black had scrawled
across the top of the page: “I do not write in passive voice. I do
not split infinitives.” Smith claims she learned more from that
draft than from 19 years of formal education.
Black’s general approach to management is to tread lightly.
“The worst thing you can do is to overmanage,” he says. “The
vast majority of lawyers are extremely motivated.” As a leader,
Black prefers to focus on intermediate and long-term goals
rather than short-term aims. At MehaffyWeber, which has 44
lawyers between its Houston and Beaumont offices, each attorney prepares a business development plan. “I am always willing
to support people with ideas and to invest in them,” he said.
Black adds to his development plan a personal component.
This year, for example, he is brushing up on Spanish as part of
his early morning routine because he knows it is essential to his
success as a mediator.
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Black is passionate about mentoring and education and a strong supporter
of programs such as the State Bar’s leadership academy.

Patricia Chamblin, a friend and law partner of Black’s for
decades, is quick to sing Black’s praises. “Bob is extremely
organized,” she said. “He’s attentive, supportive, and has a great
sense of humor. You can count on him, he’s the first person to
laugh at himself, and he rarely makes mistakes. He enjoys people, remembers details, and is always, always prepared.”
Despite the praise, Chamblin occasionally has to tell Black
he is being “pig-headed.” Black knows from experience that if
Chamblin has to resort to the term he is wrong. He drops
whatever he is being “pig-headed” about and invokes one of his
favorite sayings: “Declare victory and move on.”
Although Black seems unfailingly affable and gregarious, he
harbors a temper. (Each year, he vows to give up having a temper for Lent.) He is also very competitive. While he no longer
runs marathons or plays baseball, he works out every day (often
playing tennis or golf ), monitors investments closely, and takes
part in multiple fantasy baseball leagues. “Bob’s mellowed
through the years and is less competitive than he used to be,
but he’s still competitive,” Chamblin noted. Michele Smith is
convinced that Black’s competitiveness is precisely what makes
him such a good mediator: “He is always three or four steps
ahead of everyone else. It is very hard to surprise him.”
Black grew up in El Paso, one of five children. His father
worked in law enforcement with the U.S. Border Patrol; his
mother negotiated contracts with doctors. Black attended the
University of Texas at El Paso on a debate scholarship and
majored in history. He thought seriously about becoming a history professor, but his family urged him to pursue law. “My
family always had a great respect for the law,” Black said. No
one on his father’s side had attended college. Black is grateful to
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his late father, Allen Black, and to his mother, Rose Black, for
all of their encouragement and support over the years.
Black enrolled at Texas Tech University School of Law, where
he excelled. “It was the right place for me,” Black said. “I loved
Texas Tech, I loved Lubbock, and I loved the people.” He served
on the law review and graduated summa cum laude. Black finished the bar exam on a Thursday, drove from Lubbock to Beaumont on Friday, and started with MehaffyWeber on Monday.
Black says any success he has had in his career starts with his
fondness for lawyers. “I love their company and find them intellectually stimulating,” he said. “They are zealous advocates for their
clients and have tremendous respect for the legal system. One of the
key components of bar work is that you have to like lawyers.”
After years of service at the state and local levels, including
terms as president of the Jefferson County Bar Association,
chair of the State Bar of Texas
Board of Directors, and trustee
of the Texas Bar Foundation,
Black is ready to lead the
90,000 lawyers of Texas. “I
have the time, energy, and
commitment to serve during
these difficult times,” he said.
“I want to help lawyers and
improve our profession.”
When Black turned 50, he
suddenly liked two things he
had always shunned: broccoli
and modern art. The aftermath
of Hurricane Rita — which
ripped the roof off MehaffyWeber’s building — necessitated replacing his office’s
furniture. Black redecorated
with contemporary art. The
abstract paintings provide a
Rorschach test for visitors as well as a conversation piece. Black frequently asks guests what they see in a particular painting. There is
no correct answer, of course, but the responses are revealing. They
also give Black the opportunity to tell stories about the artists.
Black’s frugality is a running joke among colleagues and
friends. He searches for the best deals from loyalty programs
and discount providers and will drive halfway across town to
save a few cents per gallon on gas. Chamblin recounts that one
time, on the way to a Houston Astros game, Black abruptly
rolled down the window and slammed on the brakes to catch a
floating dollar bill. (Their accounts of the denomination vary.)
Notwithstanding Black’s thriftiness, he is always willing to
invest in priorities. In addition to artwork, Black is an avid collector of books. His painstakingly indexed home library includes
signed first editions and complete sets of most of the major writers of the 20th century. Black reads widely and voraciously, with a
particular weakness for mysteries, particularly those of Robert B.
Parker. He has been so engrossed in books he has missed flights.

Black has yet to adopt reading on a Kindle or other electronic device, but suspects it is inevitable. He is not averse to
new technology, but he is not exactly an early adopter. (He did
not have a BlackBerry until he campaigned for president-elect.)
Over the years, Black has adopted a lot of pets. A former
president of the Humane Society of Southeast Texas, he is currently the proud owner of three Scottish terriers, one of which is
a rescue. He is somewhat less proud of his performance as “Mr.
Pet,” the host of an unscripted, 30-minute television show that
aired on Saturday mornings to match rescued animals with new
owners. “Kids are dangerous on live TV,” Black observed. Fans
of the program still recognize him around town.
As president of the State Bar, Black wants to be recognized
for a renewed commitment to what the organized bar provides
best — service and education to members and the public.
Black is committed to
expanding the initiatives of
his predecessors, such as Terry
Tottenham’s efforts to provide
pro bono legal assistance to
veterans. “Texas Lawyers for
Texas Veterans actually changes
lives,” Black said. “A program
like that is very rare.”
Another program that
changes lives is the Texas Lawyers’ Assistance Program. Black
was serving as chair of the
State Bar Board of Directors
when Martha Dickie introduced Practicing from the
Shadows: Depression and the
Legal Profession. As presidentelect, he saw the positive
response to Tottenham’s companion video, Practicing Law
and Wellness: Modern Strategies for the Lawyer Dealing with Anxiety, Addiction, and Depression. Black will promote these and
other resources to ensure that Texas lawyers, judges, and law
students have access to the assistance they need.
Black will focus special attention this year on civics education. He is working with the State Bar’s Law-Related Education
Department on an interactive website to assist middle school
and high school students and teachers with preparing for the
new Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) standards.
The website, which will focus on landmark court decisions students are responsible for knowing, will include case summaries,
videos, and other curriculum materials. On a recent visit to
Austin, former U.S. Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day
O’Connor recorded a video introduction to the project, as did
Texas Supreme Court Chief Justice Wallace Jefferson.
Black also wants to highlight the positive impact that
lawyers make in Texas communities. He is preparing a presentation that members of the profession can adapt to speak to

Michele Smith is
convinced that Black’s
competitiveness is
precisely what makes him
such a good mediator:
“He is always three or
four steps ahead of
everyone else. It is very
hard to surprise him.”
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(From left) Former State Bar President Roland Johnson, former U.S. Secretary of the Army Pete Geren, Texas Supreme Court Chief Justice Wallace Jefferson, State Bar Immediate Past President Terry Tottenham, and Bob Black during the 2010 State Bar Annual Meeting in Fort Worth.

classrooms or community groups. The materials will focus on
the compelling life stories of Texas lawyers who have made a
difference in the lives of Texans. He also plans to promote
efforts to preserve court records and historic documents and to
better educate lawyers, especially solo and small-firm practitioners, about the health insurance options that are available to
them. “There are many permutations of offerings,” Black said.
“While there may not be a whole lot we can do about costs, we
can give lawyers better access to the options available and let
them choose.”
Black anticipates that some of the challenges of his year as
president will be to unify the profession after last year’s referendum on the disciplinary rules and to assist Texas lawyers and their
clients as they navigate through difficult economic times. He
believes long-term planning is essential to ensuring that the profession is prepared for any challenges and opportunities ahead.
Black will be able to draw on the lessons he has learned from
mediation. “The hardest part is breaking through impasse,” he
said. “But people don’t have to be enemies just because they are
opponents.” Black welcomes dissent because he believes a
stronger product results from thorough discussion. If there is
one thing he abhors, it is intellectual dishonesty.
Black will also be able to draw on his innate abilities to connect with people. In advance of meetings, Black prepares assiduously. He notes where people went to school, where they grew
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up, and the causes and issues about which they are passionate.
Black effortlessly weaves these details into conversations, showing interest and providing common ground. “It’s my job to be
prepared,” he said.
Finally, Black will draw on the wisdom and example of his
predecessors. “The most exhilarating part of bar work for me
was serving as Martha Dickie’s chair,” Black said. “Martha and
I formed a great friendship, one that has enriched my life. She
showed me what a great president can do. I saw firsthand that
the president of the State Bar can make a difference in people’s
lives. The testimonials from Practicing from the Shadows were
brave, inspiring, and heartbreaking. I presented it a dozen
times around the state. I am so proud to be associated with that
program in some small way.”
Black is equally excited about the opportunities to reach students and members of the public. “Thirty years into my legal
career, I’m still deeply honored to be a lawyer,” Black said. “I
am humbled by the opportunity to serve as president, and in
addition to serving members I want to educate, educate, educate. I am convinced that we can help.”
Michele Smith has high expectations for Black. “Bob is an
excellent lawyer and great at building consensus,” she said. “He’s a
terrific leader and can manage different personalities. He believes
passionately in the practice of law — what it is and what it stands
for. He will be a great president of the State Bar of Texas.” J
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