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A LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

Well, this has certainly been quite the year. And as such, 
we’ve had to adapt our celebration of this year’s Lead-

ers in the Law for 2020.

Every year, I look forward to our annual banquet where we 

honor our Leaders in the Law. Unfortunately, we didn’t get 

to do that this year, obviously, and I’ll really miss getting to 

congratulate our honorees in person.

But like so many of you, we have found silver linings in this 

challenging time. For the fi rst time ever, we’ve fi lmed inter-

views with each of our honorees, talking about what leader-

ship in the legal profession means to them. On Nov. 30, we’ll 

be debuting our online ceremony on YouTube, where it will 

be available any time so that people can hear from and see 

our honorees from wherever they happen to be. We’re really 

excited about this, and we hope you’ll check it out.

Some things haven’t changed, though. It’s still our privilege 

to honor attorneys who choose to spend some of their time 

giving of themselves in the service of others and exhibiting 

leadership in the legal profession and in the broader commu-

nity.

This year we honor 24 Leaders who have gone above 

and beyond both in their profession and in their communi-

ty. As always, our Leaders this year come from all over the 

state, and play many different roles in the justice system, but 

they’re all intensely devoted to their clients and to this great 

profession of ours.

We’d like to thank everyone who took the time to nominate 

attorneys for this honor. Every year we always have a deep 

pool of truly deserving to choose from, and we hope you’ll 

continue nominating more great attorneys in 2021.

We hope to see you all again in person next year. Until 

then, stay safe, and please join us in celebrating and con-

gratulating the North Carolina Lawyers Weekly Leaders in 

the Law Class of 2020.

David Donovan

Editor-in-Chief
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Anna Baird Choi focuses her practice on ad-
ministrative and regulatory law. She served 
as the first law clerk at the N.C. Office of 

Administrative Hearings, and she was an assistant 
attorney general at the N.C. Department of Justice 
before joining Jack Nichols and Catherine Lee to 
form Nichols, Choi & Lee in 2016. She holds a 
Bachelor of Arts degree in economics and political 
science from the University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill and a law degree from Campbell Uni-
versity. Since 2002, Choi has served as counsel to 
the N.C. Licensing Board for General Contractors.

Who was an important non-family mentor in 
your life and how did this person impact your 
career?

Though not a mentor per se, Bill McCullough 
was a quiet and constant influence as far back as 
I can remember. It wasn’t until I was a teenager 
that I even knew he was a lawyer; I thought he 
was simply the nice dad who lived next door to 
my grandparents. As I grew older and entered the 
practice of law, I had the opportunity to know him 
better professionally and thus gained a deeper 
appreciation of his work ethic, humility, and faith. 
Through Bill, I gained an awareness and under-
standing that clients, opposing parties and their 
counsel, and especially colleagues should all be 
treated with respect.

How does leadership in the legal field differ 
from leadership in other fields of endeavor?

I think it’s very similar to most other fields of 
endeavor. Whether a restaurant manager, teacher 
or priest, doing one’s job well requires relevant 
knowledge, preparation, and the ability to commu-
nicate and connect with others, all key traits for a 
successful lawyer.

What do you consider your biggest personal 
accomplishment and why?

Since graduating from law school 26 years ago, 
I’ve learned that it is important to have a focus other 
than on myself or my work. Thus, I have worked 
diligently to make a difference in my community 
through work with various nonprofit organizations, 
whether law related (Wake County Bar Association 
and the Campbell Law Alumni Association) or com-
munity-based such as the Junior League of Raleigh 
and the Daughters of the American Revolution. In a 
profession often focused on the number of verdicts, 
decisions and opinions in one’s favor, I consider it an 
accomplishment to focus some of my energies – and 
try to share with others – that it’s not always about 
“you” and “me.”

What has been your biggest career challenge?

My biggest career challenges have occurred during 
career moves -from state government to private 
practice, switching law firms, and most recently when 
I started my own firm. I am not a risk-taker by nature 
so each of these changes was met with much worry 
and contemplation. However, with each event, the 
next change became easier to process and I don’t 
regret any of them. 

What are two facts about you that most people 
may not know?

I love to tap dance and I briefly considered majoring 
in music -- as a bassoonist.

As an attorney at McAlpine in Charlotte, 
Alonzo Alston is dedicated to helping entre-
preneurs in entertainment, small business 

and early state start-ups. He also enjoys helping 
growing companies develop or improve upon 
strong foundations and frameworks for success. 
He holds a Bachelor of Arts degree in Communica-
tion Studies from the University of North Carolina 
at Chapel Hill and a law degree from the Charlotte 
School of Law. 

Where did you grow up? Please provide one 
memorable anecdote about your childhood.

I grew up in Savannah, Ga. My mother, Savan-
nah’s first Black female pediatrician, also owned 
an art gallery and introduced me to the arts at an 
early age. I remember sitting in her back office, 
tracing and drawing for hours as she finished 
her workday. Throughout my life, I have drawn, 
painted, sculpted, written poetry and short stories, 
performed spoken work, and performed in theatri-
cal productions. 

Who was an important non-family mentor in 
your life and how did this person impact your 
career?

The Honorable James A. Wynn. He allowed me 
to clerk for him during my 2L summer. He taught 
me about legacy, excellence, professional rela-
tionships, leadership, humility, and maintaining a 
grounded approach to life. Seeing him at work and 
interacting with his professional clerks, summer 
clerks, colleagues, and friends modeled success 
that was relatable and inspiring. I was able to bet-
ter understand how to navigate many professional 
and life situations based on his example.

Please share your best tip for balancing your 
professional life and your personal life.

I don’t have a “balance”, but I do get feedback from 
my family about my level of involvement and aware-
ness. If we have shared memories, I clearly remember 
scenarios that they remember, and my children feel 
like I’ve been available and involved, then I feel like I’m 
doing things well. I learned the hard way about not 
prioritizing family, and I decide everyday to be com-
mitted to being present.  

If you hadn’t become a lawyer, what field would 
you have entered?

Entertainment and marketing. 

Everyone has a “guilty pleasure.” What is yours? 

Binging on YouTube content from hip-hop entrepre-
neurs. I typically wait until I’m done working for the 
day, and I may watch hours of it after everyone else in 
my home has gone to bed. 

If you had a month off, what would you do?

1) Take a week to research and plan for the next 
phase of my law practice and entrepreneurship. 

2) Go on a trip to Dubai, the Maldives, and 
Greece with my immediate family, mother, father, and 
in-laws over two weeks.

3) Take a week to begin implementing those 
plans so that my return to my law practice is in flow 
with the launch of my plans. 

What are two facts about you that most people 
may not know?

1) During college, I owned an events marketing 
and promotion company that employed approximate-
ly 20 fellow students as independent contractors to 
work as street teams and offered an internship pro-
gram that gave academic credit. 

2) I snowboard. 

Alonzo M. Austin, Esq.
McAlpine PLLC

Anna Baird Choi
Nichols, Choi & Lee, PLLC
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Colleen Byers has a variety of personal and 
professional interests. She is an attorney at 
Bell Davis & Pitt in Winston-Salem, where 

she practices areas of guardianship, trust, estate 
and fiduciary litigation, employment matters, and 
alternative dispute resolution. She is certified by 
the North Carolina Dispute Resolution Commis-
sion, and is also certified to mediate estate, guard-
ianship and other matters pending before the Clerk 
of Court. She has served on the advisory board of 
the Chamber of Commerce’s Winston Under 40 
and the Arts Council of Winston-Salem and For-
syth County. She has also served as president of 
the board of directors of the Forsyth Humane So-
ciety and president of the Forsyth County Women 
Attorneys Association. Byers completed her edu-
cation at Creighton University, where she earned a 
Bachelor of Arts degree in history and Spanish, an 
MBA and a JD degree. Born in San Mateo, Calif, 
she recalls many Saturday evenings as a child, 
dancing to the New Kids on the Block band with 
her sister. She still enjoys an active lifestyle and is 
a registered yoga teacher.

How does leadership in the legal field differ 
from leadership in other fields of endeavor?

The legal field is known for being challenged 
by change management. Attorneys and law firm 
leaders can be slow to adopt change, perhaps 
because many attorneys are intolerant to risk and 
tend to think of the worst-case scenario. One ex-
ample of this is with collaborative law, which offers 
parties in a dispute a new alternative to lengthy, 
public and expensive court proceedings. However, 
some lawyers have been skeptical of and resistant 
to accepting this form of alternative dispute resolu-
tion, even though it could better serve their clients’ 
interests in certain cases.  

What do you consider your biggest personal 

accomplishment and why?

Leading the board of directors of the Forsyth Hu-
mane Society through an executive director transition 
and the creation of a strategic plan that laid the foun-
dation for a multi-million dollar capital campaign. This 
experience allowed me to hone my facilitation and 
team building skills while serving my community.

What is the most surprising bit of good advice 
you ever received?

Always assume good.

What was your first job? What did you learn from 
the experience?

Making pizza was my first job, and I learned the 
smell of onions on the hands lingers for a really long 
time

What has been your biggest career challenge?

Preparing for a jury trial while I was seven months 
pregnant with my first child.

Please share your best tip for balancing your 
professional life and your personal life.

Let go of the illusion that there will ever be a perfect 
balance for very long, and practice deep breathing 
and mindfulness for all the moments in between.

Everyone has a “guilty pleasure.” What is yours? 

Chocolate

What’s a favorite vacation spot?

Lake Tahoe, CA

If you had a month off, what would you do?

Visit my family in CA and read all the books on my 
wish list.

Colleen L. Byers
Bell Davis & Pitt, PA

Ken Burgess credits advice from his father for 
leading him to a successful career. Growing 
up in Battleboro where his father was a top-

notch mechanic, he realized he did not inherit any 
abilities to master anything mechanical. Burgess 
recalls his father telling him to “get a job using your 
brain because your hands are worthless.” This ad-
vice led him to his 34-year career in the law. Bur-
gess, a health care attorney and partner at Poyner 
Spruill in Raleigh, is a graduate of the University 
of North Carolina in Chapel Hill with a Bachelor of 
Arts degree in Journalism and English. He earned 
his law degree from Campbell University, gradu-
ating cum laude. Among his many personal and 
professional activities and appointments, he is a 
past president of the N.C. Society of Healthcare 
Attorneys, and currently serves on the board of the 
Future Care Foundation.

Who was an important non-family mentor in 
your life and how did this person impact your 
career?  

My 10th grade homeroom and science teacher, 
Ms. Dix, and my great-Aunt Thelma Burgess.  
Both ladies always looked at me like I was a light 
in the darkness, constantly encouraged me, and 
always told me that no matter my humble begin-
nings in life, I could do anything I ever dreamed. 
They loved me into believing that was true.

What do you consider your biggest personal 
accomplishment and why?

My work with impoverished elders in Nicaragua 
through the Jessie M. Richardson Foundation in 
Oregon.  Together with many of my long-time care 
clients, we’ve raised nearly $700,000.00 which 
helps fund the only elder care training center in 
Central America and helps support numerous 
hogares do ancionas (homes of the ancients) 
senior centers in Nicaragua.  Being able to directly 

help poor seniors in the second poorest country in the 
western hemisphere, hand in hand with my N.C. long 
term care clients, has been the journey of a lifetime.  
Seeing what anyone can do, with some determina-
tion, cooperation and perseverance, has been my 
greatest life’s lesson and accomplishment.

What has been your biggest career challenge?

Having started my career in North Carolina in 1984, 
I left for jobs in Washington, D.C. and then San Fran-
cisco.  I returned home at age 40, after being away 
for 15 years. Rebuilding my practice from scratch in 
mid-life was undoubtedly my biggest professional 
challenge, but also my most rewarding.  My friends in 
the profession sometimes call me “Resurrection Man.”  

What are two facts about you that most people 
may not know?

I am a self-taught tennis player who learned the 
game watching TV and practicing on my own. 

I met my favorite Broadway singer/actress, Betty 
Buckley (Cats, Sunset Boulevard) in NY after buying 
tickets to see her at the Algonquin Theater and having 
a waiter drop a tray full of Bloody Mary’s on my head 
during the show’s warm-up.  Miss Buckley heard the 
story, invited me onstage and sang my favorite song 
and when I met her again years later in San Francisco, 
she remembered the whole thing.

Ken Burgess, Esq.
Poyner Spruill, LLP
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Hampton Dellinger learned early in his career 

that that being a lawyer is about much 
more than just knowing the law. You have 

to know people, know how to present yourself and 
your client’s cause in a compelling way, and be 
willing to do what’s right even when it’s not easy 
or popular. Dellinger, who earned his law degree 
at Yale Law School and his undergraduate de-
gree from the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor, 
was previously with Boies Schiller Flexner before 
recently opening up his own firm in Durham.

How does leadership in the legal field differ 
from leadership in other fields of endeavor?  

Lawyers must obey certain ethics rules that 
don’t apply in other fields but, otherwise, I think 
leadership skills cross professions. I think listening 
is fundamental to leadership. So is being willing 
to follow and not always seeking to be out front. 
Understanding that almost nothing of conse-
quence can be accomplished alone is pivotal. 
Great leaders seem to me to always be great team 
builders. And strong leaders admit their limits, and 
know that while no one know everything, everyone 
knows something they don’t.

What do you consider your biggest personal 
accomplishment and why?  

As a person, it is joining with my amazing 
spouse Jolynn Childers Dellinger in the raising 
of two wonderful children, Jackson and Austen 
Grace. Professionally, I think it is the advocacy I 
have tried to do to make North Carolina a more 
just, inviting state for families to call home wheth-

er it is expanding voting opportunities, seeking the 
removal of Confederate monuments from prominent 
public spaces, or ending the higher education tuition 
discrimination faced by undocumented graduates of 
North Carolina high schools. 

What is the most surprising bit of good advice 
you ever received?  

When I was interviewing at law firms as I left the 
public sector, I told a partner I was speaking with that 
I wanted to be able to support my family but, other-
wise, was not particularly interested in making money. 
I’ve repeated her response to scores of younger 
lawyers: “You want to bring in clients not just for the 
money. You do it because it makes you ultimately 
responsible, because it puts you in charge and on the 
hook to achieve the best outcome the law and facts 
allow. And that’s what you trained to do—to have 
people with serious legal problems turn to you for 
help.”

Please share your best tip for balancing your 
professional life and your personal life. 

I like staying connected and being accessible 
almost all the time. That way, when a client or col-
league is not trying to reach me, I know I can take a 
meaningful breath or break. If I disconnect completely, 
I have a hard time relaxing completely.

What has been your biggest career challenge? 
Seeing my efforts to promote greater diversity in the 

legal profession make a difference but not as much as 
I hoped for nor as fast as I wanted.

Hampton Dellinger
Law Firm of Hampton Dellinger, PLLC

As a child growing up in Spartanburg, SC, 
Jo Eason credits her parents for indulging 
her inquisitive nature in a variety of ways, in-

cluding her efforts to dissect a frog on the kitchen 
table for her 4th grade science projects while her 
mom served as the official photographer. Eason’s 
affinity for science led her to earn a Bachelor of 
Science degree in biology from the U.S. Air Force 
Academy. She went on to earn a Master of Public 
Administration degree from Troy University and a 
law degree from the College of William & Mary. She 
is managing counsel and a senior vice president at 
Wells Fargo in Charlotte. 

What is the most surprising bit of good advice 
you ever received?

Good leaders must first learn to be good fol-
lowers. A leader should be mindful of each team 
member’s perspective and vantage point. I always 
ask myself – would I want to follow me?

What was your first job? What did you learn 
from the experience?

My first full time job was working as a brand-
new second lieutenant at the US Air Force Acad-
emy’s Office of Minority Enrollment. The learning 
curve was steep. It entailed four years of intense 
academic, military, and physical training in a giant 
leadership lab, and I lacked even the most basic 
knowledge. I had to depend on others to teach 
me. For example, I had to learn how to use a fax 
machine and how to file a travel reimbursement. 
The single most valuable thing I learned from this 
experience is to always be humble and teachable. 
Often, I think we allow personal insecurities and 
feelings of ineptitude (or pride) to hinder us from 
admitting our frailties and shortcomings.  But, in 
my experience, puffery is the wrong answer. I was 
only able to perform my job by first admitting that I 
lacked the requisite answers. I needed to be open 

minded and willing to listen to those with more expe-
rience. The good news is that most people are willing 
to help – you simply have to be open to receiving it.

What has been your biggest career challenge?

My biggest career challenge has been getting out of 
my own head and being confident in my own abili-
ties. For me, this is a double-edged sword because 
a healthy dose of fear can be a motivator. Too much 
fear, however, can be immobilizing.

If you hadn’t become a lawyer, what field would 
you have entered?

I would have either continued as an Intelligence Of-
ficer in the Air Force or built up the courage to attend 
medical school. 

If you had a month off, what would you do?

Pack up the family and travel to a remote island 
with amazing white sandy beaches and perfect 
weather.

What are two facts about you that most people 
may not know?

At the age of 39, I began training in taekwondo, 
ultimately earning a Second Degree Black Belt. 

Also, I generally shy away from comedies of any 
type.

Joycelyn “Jo” Eason
Wells Fargo
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Stephen Feldman grew up in Springfield, Ill., 
earned both a Bachelor of Science de-
gree and a Bachelor of Arts degree from 

Washington University in St. Louis, Mo. where he 
graduated Summa Cum Laude.  He received his 
law degree from the University of Chicago. He is a 
partner at Robinson Bradshaw in Raleigh, where 
he focuses on antitrust law, complex litigation 
and appeals. He serves on the Jewish Federation 
of Raleigh-Cary board of trustees and is a youth 
basketball coach for the YMCA. 

Who was an important non-family mentor in 
your life and how did this person impact your 
career? 

I worked in college for a non-profit organization in 
St. Louis. The organization’s policy director was 
Peter Sortino. In what would likely be impossible in 
today’s political environment, Peter and I success-
fully lobbied the Missouri and Illinois legislatures 
to create a bi-state commission that established a 
region-wide system of parks and trails. The legisla-
tion even called for taxes to pay for the parks. Pe-
ter accomplished this feat through patience, hard 
work, perseverance, humility, and levity.  He had a 
great saying: making change is “the art of what is 
possible.” He accepted reality, and he knew that 
big things can accomplished by small steps within 
that reality.  

How does leadership in the legal field differ 
from leadership in other fields of endeavor?

First: The legal world can be pretty tradi-
tion-bound. If you want to effectuate change, you 
need to be open to questioning traditions, which 
itself requires curiosity about the roots and mean-
ing of those traditions. It also calls for surrounding 
yourself with teammates who are open to change. 

Second: Leadership in the legal world can 
require being particularly vulnerable. When I think 

about times when I think I’ve made a real impact, I’ve 
usually proposed an idea that clashes in some way 
with longstanding practices or have spoken in candid 
terms about matters that others have wanted to 
remain unspoken. 

Third: Mentoring plays a critical part of a lawyer’s 
development as a leader. Mentoring from senior attor-
neys provides perspective, inspiration, and new ideas, 
all of which are building blocks for leadership.

What has been your biggest career challenge?

Giving myself permission to be happy and to have 
a career that I find personally fulfilling. We all have 
one life to live, and we deserve to do work that lights 
us up. When we make that choice, we open our 
respective pathways to making a bigger impact in our 
families, organizations, and communities.

If you had a month off, what would you do?

I would be more present with my family. I’d play 
more games with my kids. I’d take more walks with 
my wife. I’d find opportunities for short trips to the 
mountains or in a non-Covid world, to somewhere 
more exotic internationally. If the month came in the 
summer, building a trip around as many baseball 
parks as possible would be desirable. Even my wife 
and daughter agree to go to baseball games for the 
food. Who doesn’t like a good funnel cake?

Nick Ellis learned valuable lessons in his first 
law-related job as a law clerk for U.S. Bank-
ruptcy Judge Thomas “Mickey” Moore. He 

learned to be prepared and to understand op-
posing counsel’s arguments before going into the 
courtroom. He also learned that two parties can 
often find compromise as a solution rather than 
always bringing their disputes to court. Ellis is a 
partner in the Rocky Mount office of Poyner Spruill, 
where he focuses on litigation, He has a Bachelor 
of Science degree in Marketing from Virginia Tech 
and a law degree from Wake Forest University.

Where did you grow up? Please provide one 
memorable anecdote about your childhood. 

 I I grew up in Newport News, Va.  My father 
worked in the Newport News Shipyard and was a 
natural with tools.  He said he could fix anything 
but “the crack of dawn and a broken heart.”  Well, 
that must be a generation-skipping gene because 
I’m all thumbs when it comes to anything me-
chanical.  So, I knew early on I needed to look at 
something else for a career.  No lawyers in our 
family, but like most litigators, I enjoyed arguing 
about practically anything when I was younger.  
Fortunately, that led me to law school.

How does leadership in the legal field differ 
from leadership in other fields of endeavor? 

 I don’t know of many other fields that have Pro-
fessional Standards of Conduct.  So I think lawyers 
early on know they have to conduct themselves in 
compliance with the Rules and do things the right 
way. I think most people respect that about attor-
neys and if you have someone’s respect, they’re 
likely to turn to you to lead.

What was your first job? What did you learn from 
the experience?  

My first non-legal job was in materials allocation at the 
Newport News Shipyard between undergrad and law 
school.  I was so appreciative of the help the others in 
the department gave me when they showed me the 
ropes.  

What has been your biggest career challenge?  
I had a jury trial get away from me in 2019 and an 
adverse verdict was rendered that I simply did not see 
coming.  I have asked myself hundreds of times what 
I did wrong or what else could I have done.  Accept-
ing tough outcomes, which we all have, can be really 
deflating and we have to take a deep breath, and then 
get off the floor and back at it.

Everyone has a “guilty pleasure.” What is yours?  
I think South Park is hilarious.

What’s a favorite vacation spot?  

Anywhere in Europe or out west.

If you had a month off, what would you do?  

I’d love to spend 30 days in Europe with headquarters 
in Paris and lots of day trips by train.  And, I’d sure 
find time to eat at some great restaurants.

What are two facts about you that most people 
may not know? 

 No real secrets about me, but I am terrified of snakes 
and am absolutely awful with do-it-yourself projects.

J. Nicholas Ellis
Poyner Spruill LLP

Stephen Feldman
Robinson Bradshaw
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Noah Huffstetler, a health care attorney and 
partner with Nelson Mullins of Raleigh, also 
practices in the areas of administrative 

law, and business and appellate litigation. He was 
a Morehead Scholar at the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill, where he was a member 
of Phi Beta Kappa and earned his undergraduate 
degree in history. He returned to UNC for his law 
degree. He is a former recipient of the N.C. Bar 
Association’s Distinguished Service Award in its 
Health Care Section and is a former recipient of 
the Triangle Business Journal’s Most Influential 
Business Leaders award. He is also a life fellow of 
the American Bar Foundation. 

Where did you grow up? Please provide one 
memorable anecdote about your childhood.

I grew up in Gaston County. When I was a 
first-grader, I had a pet duck, which was, of course 
named Donald and followed me everywhere like 
a puppy. One day, Donald followed me onto my 
school bus and took great offense at any efforts 
to remove him. I became famous in my class. It 
also provided the basis, thanks to my wife Dottie’s 
imagination, for the first of the ”Baby Noah” bed-
time stories that my now-adult son Noah IV loved 
as a child.

What do you consider your biggest personal 
accomplishment and why?

In 2003, I left my former firm with a group of five 
attorneys and three support staffers to establish 
the first Raleigh office of Nelson, Mullins, Riley 
and Scarborough. Later, I was able to recruit eight 
former partners of mine from anther firm to join 
us. When I stepped down as managing partner 
in 2018, we had grown the office to almost 30 
lawyers, and I was able to turn over leadership of 
the office to a friend of over 30 years whom I had 
recruited to the firm.

What was your first job? What did you learn from 
that experience?

My first job was in the summer I turned 16 years 
old. We disassembled spinning frames in a textile mill, 
cleaned and lubricated the parts, and reassembled 
them. I learned that any honest job, regardless of its 
status or pay, can give you a sense of dignity and 
comradery with the people with whom you work.

What are two facts about you that most people 
may not know?

Before I graduated from law school, almost every-
one called me Smokey, a nickname I inherited from 
my father, who boxed and played football and base-
ball at Mount Holly High School, which I later attend-
ed. I can still date how long I have known someone 
by the name they call me.

Also, while I was managing partner of our Raleigh 
office, we had an annual Halloween costume contest. 
I made appearances as Johnny Cash (with a ring of 
fire made out of a hula hoop), in a toga as Bluto from 
the movie “Animal House,” and I tied myself to my 
office chair as the boss in the movie “Nine-to-Five,” 
but I never won the contest.

Noah H. Huffstetler, III
Nelson Mullins Riley & Scarborough LLP

After establishing a career in health care, 
Kate Hardey switched gears and enrolled in 
law school. With a Bachelor of Arts degree 

in English from George Mason University, she had 
just completed her Master’s degree in healthcare 
management at Marymount University when she 
decided to pursue her law degree at The Catholic 
University of America where she graduated cum 
laude. She believes her earlier studies and career 
helped make her a better attorney where she 
practices healthcare law as a partner at McGuire 
Woods in Charlotte.

Where did you grow up? Please provide one 
memorable anecdote about your childhood.

I grew up right outside of the Washington, D.C. 
area. When I was 12 years old, my mom and I took 
a trip to London, where she is from, and then to 
Sydney, Australia. It was a wonderful opportunity 
to spend time with my mom and see so much of 
the world. What I remember the most is Princess 
Diana happened to be coming to an event at the 
same hotel where we were staying in Sydney. I 
was so excited to be able to see Princess Diana in 
person.  

How does leadership in the legal field differ 
from leadership in other fields of endeavor?

My youngest daughter, who is 13, is writing a 
paper comparing the leadership styles in the book 
Lord of the Flies to today’s leaders, particularly in 
this tumultuous political environment. Leadership 
can be many things, but I think a good leader in 
any field inspires and motivates people to be their 
best individually and as a team. 

What is the most surprising bit of good advice 
you ever received?  

The best advice I ever received is to make sure 
you are proud of your work. As a first-year attorney 
at a large law firm, I was working with a seasoned 

healthcare litigator drafting a government presenta-
tion for our client, who was a defendant in a False 
Claims Act qui tam. I remember trying to ask all the 
right questions for the assignment. In response to my 
questions, he said to me, “give me a work product 
you are proud of.” That really resonated with me and 
it is a motto I continue to follow.  

What are two facts about you that most people 
may not know?

Growing up, I was a competitive ice skater.
Also, I am a domestic violence survivor. I describe 

my situation as the kind you might see on “48Hours” 
or “Dateline.” It was awful and I was trying to navigate 
it with two small children who were also victims. I am 
on the board of directors for a nonprofit, Domestic 
Violence Legal Empowerment and Appeals Process. 
This organization advocates to make the law and 
court system work better for survivors of domestic 
violence by challenging unjust trial outcomes; ad-
vancing legal protections through expert pro bono 
advocacy; training lawyers, advocates and judges on 
best practices; and spearheading domestic violence 
litigation in the supreme court.

Kate Hardey
McGuireWoods LLP
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Congratulations to
2020 Leader in the Law
Noah H. Huffsteler III

Nelson Mullins Riley & Scarborough LLP is proud to have Noah 

Huffstetler as a leader in the firm and an NC Lawyers Weekly 

Leader in the Law! Within the Triangle region, Noah has served on 

boards for organizations such as the North Carolina Teachers and 

State Employees Health Plan, the Children’s Home Society of North 

Carolina, the Triangle Heart Ball, the University of North Carolina 

School of Public Health, the University of North Carolina Educational 

Foundation, the Raleigh Chamber of Commerce, and the North 

Carolina Commission on Business Laws and the Economy. Noah 

co-founded the firm’s North Carolina healthcare practice that has 

become a market leader in the state.

Noah H. Huffsteler III

Nelson Mullins Riley & Scarborough LLP
Attorneys and Counselors at Law
Robert L. Wilson, Jr., Raleigh Office Managing Partner

GlenLake One | 4140 Parklake Avenue
Suite 200 | Raleigh, NC 27612
919.329.3800 | nelsonmullins.com

Congratulations to
2020 Leader in the Law

G. Gray Wilson

Nelson Mullins Riley & Scarborough LLP is proud to have Gray 

Wilson as a leader in the firm and an NC Lawyers Weekly 

Leader in the Law! Gray is known as a “renaissance man” by 

his colleagues at the firm. He has experience in a wide range 

of complex litigation matters, including professional liability 

disputes in the healthcare industry. Based out of the

Winston-Salem office, he has tried approximately 300 cases 

over the course of his career. Gray has served for many years 

in top leadership positions at both the North Carolina Bar 

Association and, more recently, at the North Carolina State Bar.

Nelson Mullins Riley & Scarborough LLP
Attorneys and Counselors at Law
Denise M. Gunter, Winston-Salem Office Managing Partner

The Knollwood | 380 Knollwood Street 
Suite 530 | Winston-Salem, NC 27103
336.774.3300 | nelsonmullins.com
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Beth Langley grew up in Rockingham, where 
her family ran a local appliance store. Today, 
she is a partner at Brooks Pierce McLendon 

Humphrey & Leonard in Greensboro. With over 25 
years of experience counseling employers of all 
sizes in a wide range of employment law issues, she 
has represented businesses in employment litigation 
involving civil rights, non-competition agreements, 
and trade secret protection. She earned both her 
B.A. and J.D. degrees from Wake Forest University.  
Active in her community and the profession, she 
serves on the United Way of Greater Greensboro 
Human Resources Committee and on the boards of 
directors of the N.C. Bar Association and the N.C. 
Bar Foundation.

Who was an important non-family mentor in your 
life and how did this person impact your career?

Richmond County was, and is, a high poverty, ru-
ral community. As a fifth grader, my teacher Cather-
ine Neal opened my eyes to compassion for others. 
Many students were so abjectly poor that they did 
not have electricity or running water in their homes. 
At 11 years old, I was eager to learn, and became 
frustrated when I could not get Mrs. Neal’s attention 
time and attention to move to a new and exciting 
subject matter. After class one day, Mrs. Neal very 
kindly talked with me about my life circumstances 
compared to many of my classmates. I felt about an 
inch high and wanted to be invisible as she spoke. 
Perhaps it was the beginning of my maturity. Mrs. 
Neal’s words have never left me, whether I’m repre-
senting a client, parenting, returning to my home-
town, or living life.

What do you consider your biggest personal accom-
plishment and why?

Becoming a mom, by myself, at age 43. I adopted 
my son as a single parent through an international 
adoption process in 2008. The process was a roller 
coaster. I never envisioned being personally averse to 
the United States State Department on anything, much 
less having to hire an immigration attorney from a big 
D.C. law firm to take on the State Department. I did. It 
worked out, and I’m the luckiest mom in the universe. 

What is the most surprising bit of good advice you 
ever received?

A wise woman once told me: “Don’t make big de-
cisions when your life is in a blender. Just sit still until 
things calm down.” I didn’t expect this advice but have 
always relied on these words. 

What has been your biggest career challenge?

Hands down, the most time challenging time of my 
career was when I was the single parent of my son, 
Wes until I married my husband in 2017 and we be-
came a blended family. 

What are two facts about you that most people may 
not know?

I’m obsessed with composting. It drives my family 
nuts, because I hound them to compost too.  

My singing voice will make babies cry. It’s so bad that 
I only move my lips during songs at church.

Beth Langley
Brooks Pierce 

Sam Johnson grew up in the small town of Ham-
ilton on the Roanoke River in Martin County. A 
partner at Poyner Spruill in both Rocky Mount and 

Raleigh, he practices corporate law. He is also an ad-
vocate for economic development and regularly assists 
new organizations coming into the state. He earned both 
his Bachelor of Arts and law degree from Duke University. 
In 2015, he received the North Carolina Bar Association’s 
Citizen Lawyer Award and is a Fellow of the American 
Bar Foundation. 

How does leadership in the legal field differ from 
leadership in other fields of endeavor?

I think all leadership, in law and other fields, arises out 
of  and follows from the willingness and commitment 
of an individual  to “do something” with which people 
connect or which they admire or want to support or 
follow, whether it is taking a course of action, pursuing 
and achieving excellence in work or a field of endeavor 
or espousing a cause or principle. Leadership in any 
endeavor takes commitment, focus and work.

What is the most surprising bit of good advice you 
ever received?

A friend of long-standing often offers two homespun 
pieces of advice which I think about in many situations:

“Don’t be a showoff or a no-show” which I interpret to 
mean “make sure your response or action in a situation is 
appropriately measured.”

“You don’t have to be in love to dance” which I 
interpret to mean “you don’t have to see eye to eye on 
a matter in order to be open to discussion and reach an 
agreement or at least make progress.”

What was your first job? What did you learn from the 
experience?

I was a salesclerk in my father’s store and learned the 
importance of listening and responding to the customer’s 
needs to satisfy and retain the customer. That translates well 
to treatment of clients in law practice. I also noticed that the 
more diligently you work, the better results you seem to get.

Please share your best tip for balancing your profes-
sional life and you personal life.

My best tip for balancing professional and personal lives 
is simply to be sure to step back, reflect and develop some 
hard and fast rules for the personal/professional balance you 
want in your life and stick with them. They obviously have to 
be adjusted from time to time.

Everyone has a “guilty pleasure.” What is yours?

My “guilty pleasure” other than eating too many sweets 
would probably be reading the books of Daniel Silva, John 
Grisham and David Baldacci and other books of that genre.

If you had a month off, what would you do?

If I had a month off, I’d like to drive through the mid-At-
lantic and New England states in the fall, or in a non-COVID 
world, I’d drive through France and Italy--in each case, 
staying in local inns, eating in local restaurants and taking in 
the local sights.

Samuel W. Jackson
Poyner Spruill LLP
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McGuireWoods salutes 
legal excellence in our lawyers 

and our respected peers.
Congratulations to our partners

KATE HARDEY
and  

ANGIE ZIMMERN 
and the rest of the 

North Carolina Lawyers Weekly 2020 Leaders in the Law

1,100 lawyers | 21 offices | www.mcguirewoods.com

201 North Tryon Street | Suite 3000
Charlotte, NC 28202-2146



 

Manisha Patel describes the act of 
opening and running her own suc-
cessful law firm as her biggest, but 

most rewarding caree challenge. She has 
discovered that she loves managing the 
business aspects of her firm as much as 
lawyering. Patel focuses on family law in her 
Greensboro practice. She holds two Bach-
elor of Arts degrees from Virginia Tech in 
economics and history. She earned her law 
degree with concentrations in general prac-
tice and business from Elon University.

Education: 

Where did you grow up? Please provide 
one memorable anecdote about your 
childhood.

I was born and raised in Danville, Va. It 
was a small city where not many families 
looked like mine, but I loved the feeling that 
we all knew of each other. Even now when I 
visit, I run into people who ask me “Are you 
Dr. Patel’s lawyer daughter or pharmacist 
daughter?” I really enjoyed all of the activi-
ties my mom would encourage my siblings 
and I to participate in whether it was the 
summer reading contests at the Danville 
Public Library or enrolling in the swimming 
lessons each summer at the YMCA where I 
eventually completed the program and life-
guarded when in high school.

What do you consider your biggest per-
sonal accomplishment and why?

I think my biggest personal accomplish-
ment to date was being asked to be the 
keynote speaker for the Virginia Tech De-
partment of Economics Commencement 
Ceremony in 2019. I graduated with a bach-

elor’s degree in economics and to be invited 
to speak was without a doubt one of the most 
amazing experiences of my life. 

What is the most surprising bit of good 
advice you ever received?

I would say the most surprising good advice I 
ever received was the old tried and true say-
ing “the practice of law is a marathon, not a 
sprint.” I have always been an achiever (which 
is actually my enneagram type as well) and I al-
ways want to hit the ground running with what-
ever task or goal I am working towards. Well, 
let me say that is not always the best plan. As 
I delve deeper into my career, I know that I am 
in this for the long run so I want to ensure that I 
am at my best physically, mentally, emotionally, 
and financially to have a long successful career.

Please share your best tip for balancing 
your professional life and your personal 
life.

My best tip is to find something that you love 
outside of your professional life and make time 
for that every single day. Since I opened my law 
practice, I have given myself 45 to 60 minutes 
each day to exercise. Whether I was going to 
the gym, for a power walk, a brisk jog, or at-
tending a Burn Boot Camp-Greensboro work-
out, I always make time for physical activity. 

What’s a favorite vacation spot?

This is hands down Hawaii. Hawaii combines 
two of my favorite things—a rich history and 
relaxing beaches.

Manisha P. Patel
Law Office of Manisha P. Patel, PLLC

Maureen Murray, co-chair of Fox Roth-
schild’s national health law practice 
group in Greensboro, represents 

health care providers in business transac-
tions, medical staff and peer review matters, 
reimbursement appeals, fraud and abuse 
investigations and business disputes. She 
has a Bachelor of Arts degree from Duke 
University, where she graduated Magna Cum 
Laude. She earned her law degree at Van-
derbilt University where she was a Patrick 
Wilson Scholar. Among her many profession-
al affiliations, she chairs the North Carolina 
State Committee of the American College of 
Trial Lawyers, serves on the advisory board 
of the University of North Carolina at Greens-
boro School of Nursing, and on the North 
Carolina Health Care Facilities Association

Associate Advisory Committee. She is a 
Fellow in the American College of Trial Law-
yers.

Where did you grow up?  Please provide 
one memorable anecdote about your 
childhood:  

I grew up in Colorado Springs, North 
Jersey and Pensacola, Fla. Together with 
one of my sisters, we saved our youngest 
sister, from drowning in a pond after the ice 
cracked while she was ice skating. She was 
about 4 years old.

Who was an important non-family men-
tor in your life and how did this person 
impact your career?

Don Cowan, a partner at our firm who 
gave me many opportunities early in my 
career, including the chance to handle a 
jury trial on my own after only six months 
of practice. He continued to support me 
throughout my career both professionally 

and personally.  Don always communicated 
through words and actions that I could accom-
plish whatever endeavor he assigned to me or 
came my way.

What do you consider your biggest person-
al accomplishment and why?

Raising our four children with my husband, 
including a disabled child.  We are very fortu-
nate that they like being together as a family 
and are all well-balanced, doing well in their 
careers and happy.

What was your first job?  What did you 
learn from that experience?

I was a cashier at G.C. Murphy’s, then con-
sidered a nickel and dime store that is now 
similar to a small version of Walmart. I learned 
how to interact with customers and colleagues, 
and I learned why working at minimum wage 
was not a desirable long-term goal.

If you hadn’t become a lawyer, what field 
would you have entered?

I wanted to be an architect or bio-medical 
engineer but learned my strength was not math 
or space visualization.

Everyone has a “guilty pleasure.” What is 
yours? 

A glass of chardonnay and a bite sized bar of 
dark chocolate with sea salt.

If you had a month off, what would you do?
Be with family outside, walk and take a boat 

ride every day, get more sleep and watch the 
sun set over water or mountains.

What are two facts about you that most 
people may not know?

I was in the local Junior Miss pageant in high 
school and after law school, and I traveled with 
one of my sisters for a month in Europe with a 
Eurail pass and only a small backpack.

Maureen Demarest Murray
Fox Rothschild LLP
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2020 LEADERSHIP 
IN THE 

LAW AWARD

Judge Albert Diaz’s distinguished legal career spans nearly 
four decades, beginning with active duty assignments as a 
prosecutor, defense counsel, and appellate government 

      counsel in the United States Marine Corps, followed by 
service on the North Carolina Superior Court and culminating 
with his confirmation to the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 
Fourth Circuit. 

     Judge Diaz’s contributions to the law include:

  •   Nominated by President Barack Obama to the U.S. Court of 
Appeals for the Fourth Circuit in 2009. The American Bar 
Association rated Judge Diaz unanimously well-qualified and 
he was confirmed by the Senate by voice vote;

  •  Served on the North Carolina Superior Court bench, 
including service on North Carolina’s Business Court, from 
2001-2009;

  •  After leaving active duty in 1995 and returning to private 
practice, he twice earned his law firm’s award for exemplary 
pro bono service; and 

  •  Remained in the Marine Reserves, serving as an appellate 
defense counsel, military trial judge, and appellate military 
judge. He retired in 2006 at the rank of lieutenant colonel.

Judge Diaz is past chair of the ABA Judicial Division’s 
Appellate Judges Conference and currently chairs the Appellate 

Judges Education Institute. He has been involved with the 
Mecklenburg County Bar’s Diversity & Inclusion Committee 
since shortly after its founding in 2004, and during his 
leadership of this committee helped to create Lunch with a 
Lawyer, a mentorship program for rising ninth graders. Judge 
Diaz was also one of a small group instrumental in creating 
the Mecklenburg County Hispanic Latino Lawyers Bar. 

Judge Diaz has received the Hispanic National Bar 
Association’s Latino Judge of the Year Award and has been 
recognized as a Legal Legend of Color by the North Carolina 
Bar Association. He has spoken at graduation and award 
ceremonies for various law schools, a graduate school, a prison, 
and a number of high schools – and he is especially proud to 
have been asked to give the graduation address at Merry Oaks 
Elementary School in Charlotte. 

A native of Brooklyn, Judge Diaz earned a Bachelor of 
Science in economics from the University of Pennsylvania, 
which he attended on a Navy ROTC scholarship, and he later 
earned his Juris Doctor from the New York University School of 
Law while serving as an officer in the U.S. Marine Corps. Judge 
Diaz also has a Master of Science in Business Administration 
from Boston University. 

 

Presented to the 

Honorable 
Albert Diaz

Judge, U.S. Court of Appeals 
for the Fourth Circuit

Janet Ward Black (2019), Greensboro attorney 
and former president of the North Carolina 
Bar Association

The Hon. Henry E. Frye (2018), chief justice 
(retired), Supreme Court of North Carolina

The Hon. Robert N. “Bob” Hunter Jr. (2017), 
associate justice, North Carolina Court of Appeals

The Hon. Patricia Timmons-Goodson (2016), 
vice chair, U.S. Commission on Civil Rights

Leslie J. Winner (2015), executive director, 
Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation

The Hon. Mark Martin (2014), chief justice, 
Supreme Court of North Carolina

Charles L. Becton (2013), attorney/judge/higher education 
leader in North Carolina

Fred Lind (2012), Guilford County public defender

Michael T. Marshall and Karen McKeithen Schaede (2011), 
Greensboro attorneys and founding Elon Law preceptors

PREVIOUS  
AWARD 

WINNERS

Elon University School of Law, the nation’s preeminent school for 
engaged and experiential learning in law, established the Leadership 
in the Law Award to recognize lawyers who make outstanding 
contributions to the profession and to society.



 

Congratulations to 
Manisha Patel as 
one of NC Lawyers 
Weekly’s Leaders in 
the Law!

Manisha practices 
exclusively family law in 
Guilford, Forsyth, Stokes, 
and Surry counties, including 
but not limited to separation & 
divorce, spousal support, child 
custody & support, collaborative family law, and adoptions. 

Manisha currently serves in her second term as President 
of the North Carolina Association of Women Attorneys, on 
the Board of Governors for the North Carolina Advocates 
for Justice, and the Board of Directors for Legal Aid of 
North Carolina.

333 N. Greene Street, Suite 404
Greensboro, North Carolina 27401
Phone: (336) 203-8882 | Fax: (336) 698-4725
Info@lawofficeofmpp.com

Daniel Peterson was born in Erie, Pa. and 
spent most of his growing-up years in Con-
cord, N.C. He has fond memories of spend-

ing summers with his grandparents and waking 
up early to play cards and drink black coffee with 
his grandfather. Peterson is a counsel in Parker 
Poe’s Charlotte office where he focuses on local 
government counsel, professional negligence, and 
insurance disputes. He earned his Bachelor of Arts 
degree and law degree from the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill.  

How does leadership in the legal field differ 
from leadership in other fields of endeavor?

In my experience, to be a leader in the legal field 
you must go beyond charisma or sheer force of 
personality. Without acumen and decisiveness you 
stand no chance at being a leader in the legal field.  
We are a group of skeptics designed to expose 
mere glossy veneers.

What do you consider your biggest personal 
accomplishment and why?

Being a father to my three-year old daughter 
Caroline, and nothing else is even close.  Before 
parenthood, my biggest personal accomplishment 
was persevering to and through law school, and into 
my first legal job.  I was the first male in my family 
to earn a four-year degree.  One of my sisters fell 
chronically ill and my father left while I was at college 
about a month before the LSAT.  In my first year of 
law school, the global economy collapsed.  I kept 
after it, and kept up with law school what I felt were 
my family obligations, and I met my brilliant wife, 
Courtney.

What was your first job? What did you learn from 
the experience?

My first consistent job was working in the Emergency 
Department at Atrium Health-University as a patient es-
cort (think “orderly,” but a nicer—if not a little funnier—a 
title) when I was in college.  I was in a role that was the 
so-called bottom of the organizational hierarchy, and 
was always treated with respect, so I try to pay that 
forward in my law practice today.  

Everyone has a “guilty pleasure.” What is yours? 
I guess “guilty pleasure” is in the eye of the beholder, 

but I could watch the TV show “Impractical Jokers” on 
repeat daily.  

What are two facts about you that most people 
may not know?

I talk to my 91-year old grandmother weekly by tele-
phone, and during football season, we’re enjoy rehash-
ing Notre Dame football game.  I’m a Tar Heel alum and 
fanatic, but I grew up a huge Notre Dame football fan, 
and it’s awesome to connect with her in that special 
way.

At 35 years old, I have been called the world’s 
youngest baby boomer.  Honestly, I might be even 
generationally “older” than that.  I enjoy standards like 
Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, and jazz legends like Miles 
Davis and John Coltrane.  I also take the print version of 
a daily newspaper and it will be a lamentable day when 
the print newspaper becomes extinct.

Daniel E. Peterson
Parker Poe Adams& Bernstein, LLP
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Lee Poole, a partner with Cranfill Sumner & 
Hartzog, counts as among his most important 
career challenges opening his firm’s Charlotte 

office. At the time, he had less than five years of 
experience practicing law. For Poole, it was a great 
learning experience and a tremendous success. He 
has been with the firm more than three decades, 
serves on the management committee and is man-
aging partner of the Charlotte office. Poole earned a 
Bachelor of Arts degree and his law degree from the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

Where did you grow up? Please provide one 
memorable anecdote about your childhood.

Southern Pines.
I ran away from home when my younger brother 

arrived. I was 4 and I took the dog with me. My 
mother helped me pack a bag. I left early in the 
morning and a neighbor called my mother to say 
that I was wandering the neighborhood. My mother 
told the neighbor I would return in time for breakfast. 
I did and learned to accept that my brother was not 
leaving.

Who was an important non-family mentor in 
your life and how did this person impact your 
career?

I would say Dan Hartzog and Bob Sumner, two of 
the founding members of my law firm, for their open 
door policies to me (and others) as a young lawyer 
and the example they presented of how to practice 
in a civil and respectful manner in a profession that 
can be so adversarial at times.     

How does leadership in the legal field differ from 
leadership in other fields of endeavor?

Overall, I don’t believe it is substantially different, 
except as lawyers we struggle to balance the law as the 
profession it is with certain obligations to the commu-
nity and the profession itself and the law as the busi-
ness it has become over the last 30 years. So much of 
leadership in the law, and I believe other fields, is about 
getting people to pull in the same direction voluntari-
ly rather than telling them what they have to do and 
helping people identify their strengths, weaknesses and 
passions.  

What was your first job? What did you learn from 
the experience?

Selling the weekly newspaper, The Pilot, from a street 
corner and about the same time, selling peaches door 
to door in the summer around the age of 13. Deliver the 
product when you say you will, and the words “please” 
and “thank you” are always appreciated. 

If you had a month off, what would you do?
Go hiking with my wife/family in the mountains (any 

mountains, but Canadian Rockies would be just fine) 
and read novels.

What are two facts about you that most people 
may not know?

I once crewed a 44-foot sailboat with two others for 
delivery of the boat from South Florida to Beaufort, NC, 
and in the summer after my freshman year of college, I 
was a U.S. Senate intern and worked first shift in a NC 
textile mill.

Lee Poole
Cranfill Sumner & Hartzog 

Ashley-Nicole Russell, founder of AN|R Law, 
is a collaborative attorney in Greenville. A 
native of Stanly County, she graduated from 

Appalachian State University, Magna Cum Laude, 
with a BS in Political Science and a BSCJ in Crim-
inal Justice. She went on to graduate Magna Cum 
Laude from North Carolina Central University School 
of Law. She holds a Certificate in Dispute Resolution 
from the Dispute Resolution Institute. She is a mem-
ber of the International Academy of Collaborative 
Professionals where she received her training. 

Who was an important non-family mentor in 
your life and how did this person impact your 
career?

An important mentor in my life is Mark Springfield, 
a leading collaborative attorney. I met him at the Dis-
pute Resolution Institute when I was in law school. I 
was inspired by his work and interned with him. He 
equipped me with all the information and resources 
I needed to start my own collaborative practice in 
Greenville. 

What do you consider your biggest personal 
accomplishment and why?

After winning the 2017 Small Business Leader of 
the Year award through the Greenville – Pitt Coun-
ty Chamber of Commerce, I was encouraged to 
share my story with a larger audience. That’s when 
I started writing my book, The Cure for Divorce 
Culture. Publishing the book is my biggest personal 
accomplishment. It took a lot of self-reflection and 
vulnerability to share my personal story as a child of 

divorce, divorcee, and divorce attorney. Because of its 
national reach, this was the first step in my mission to 
change the way people divorce in America. 

What has been your biggest career challenge?
My biggest challenge is managing employees. I’ve 

learned so much about people as a boss. I want to 
do right by them, so I don’t negatively impact their 
lives and families. Growing up, I witnessed poor work 
experiences from my parents. They were often disre-
spected and stressed out. I strive to creative a positive 
and healthy work environment where my employees are 
happy to spend their day.  

If you hadn’t become a lawyer, what field would 
you have entered?

When I first started undergrad at Appalachian State, 
I was planning to be a forensic scientist. Growing up, 
my family loved to watch CSI and it fascinated me. I 
enjoyed applied science in high school and chemistry 
in college, but once I got to advanced biology courses 
in my major, I realized it wasn’t for me. I was always 
interested in law and switched over to political science 
and criminal justice as a pathway to law school. 

What are two facts about you that most people 
may not know?

I love to paint with my fingers. I placed in an art com-
petition, so I guess that makes me an award-winning 
finger painter. As an only child, I had to get creative to 
stay busy and entertained. I spent a lot of time with our 
family pets which included walking my roosters around 
on leashes and teaching my chickens how to fly.

Ashley-Nicole Russell
AN|R Law Offices
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As a small child growing up in Rocky Mount, 
Isaac Thorp learned the value of knowing a 
good lawyer. One night a police officer ac-

cused him of breaking windows in his neighborhood 
and reported a neighbor had witnessed the incident. 
Thorp denied the charges, and his father, who was 
an attorney, stood up for him. Later Thorp was prov-
en innocent when the witness was found to have 
been the one who broke the windows. “Having a 
lawyer who stood up for me made all the difference, 
and I haven’t forgotten it,” Thorp says.  Thorp who 
is founder of Thorp Law in Raleigh, holds a Bachelor 
of Arts degree in political science from Hampshire 
College of Amherst, Mass. He earned his law degree 
from New York University. 

What do you consider your biggest personal 
accomplishment and why?

I decided after high school that I was going to 
work on deep-sea fishing trawlers for a year before 
going to college. I didn’t know anything about being 
a deckhand, and the fishermen in Wanchese, near 
the Outer Banks, didn’t take kindly to outsiders. One 
day a scallop boat came into port. The crew unload-
ed their catch, started repairing damaged dredges 
and began loading new supplies for the next trip. 
I didn’t know how to do much, but I could pick up 
heavy things and move them. Although the captain 
told me he wasn’t hiring, for the next two days I kept 
my head down, my mouth shut, and helped when I 
could. The next morning when the boat was sched-
uled to leave for the next trip, a crew member failed 

to show up. The captain came up to me and asked me 
if I had my sea bag packed. I said, “Hell yeah!”, and he 
said, “Let’s go.” I learned this: Don’t quit. Eventually, the 
tide will turn. 

What has been your biggest career challenge?

Running a law firm remotely for three months when 
Covid disrupted our lives was a big challenge. I had 
only conducted one “remote” deposition of an out-
of-state witness several years before. The video feed 
failed, and I ended up conducting it by telephone. I de-
cided that if a deposition was that important, next time 
I would get on a plane and conduct it in person. Last 
March, everything changed, and we had to navigate the 
remote technology learning curve quickly. Like many 
other law firms, we figured out how to use Zoom, Slack 
and DocuSign.  With the help of a great staff, I’ve con-
ducted several mostly glitch-free remote depositions in 
the past few months. This experience reminds me that 
necessity really is the mother of invention. 

Everyone has a “guilty pleasure.” What is yours? 

Amazon Prime for almost everything.  

What’s a favorite vacation spot?

Nags Head. My family went there for two weeks 
every summer for a good part of my childhood. 

If you had a month off, what would you do?

Go to Sicily with my wife, and travel south from there, 
post-Covid, of course. 

Isaac Thorp
Thorp Law

Avery Simmons proves tenacity and perse-
verance pay off. Applying for admittance to 
law schools, she faced several rejections 

until she was accepted at the Columbus School of 
Law at Catholic University where she went on to 
graduate Magna Cum Laude. She also struggled to 
land a summer internship during the 2008 reces-
sion and takes pride in her ability to fight through 
her setbacks to forge a successful career. She is a 
partner at Bradley in Charlotte, where she rep-
resents financial services and mortgage company 
clients with compliance matters. Prior to enrolling 
in law school, she graduated from the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill with a Bachelor of Arts 
degree. Simmons is also a member of the firm’s 
Privacy, Security and Innovation team, which is 
part of the Banking and Financial Services Practice 
Group.    

Where did you grow up? Please provide one 
memorable anecdote about your childhood. 

We moved every three years when I was growing 
up, and I spent a considerable amount of time liv-
ing in several different places, including Southeast 
Asia. 

Who was an important non-family mentor in 
your life and how did this person impact your 
career? 

Jim Smith and Richard Leucht have both been 
amazing inspirations to me in my legal career and 
helped guide me in choosing my eventual career 
path. 

How does leadership in the legal field differ 
from leadership in other fields of endeavor?

 Many lawyers, while brilliant at legal analysis and 
reasoning, are less adept at managing their person-
al, emotional behavior. This adds a layer to difficulty 

to leadership in the legal world. 

What is the most surprising bit of good advice you 
ever received? 

Success is not final. Failure is not fatal: it is the cour-
age to continue that counts.

What was your first job? What did you learn from 
the experience? 

My first job was a bus girl at a local Mexican restau-
rant. I gained a lot of humility and learned a lot of grace. 

What has been your biggest career challenge? 
Learning not to take things personally. 

Please share your best tip for balancing your pro-
fessional life and your personal life. 

The hardest part is forgiving yourself for not getting 
everything right. Some balls inevitably drop—and that’s 
okay. You have to recognize that you cannot be 1000 
places at once and you must learn to prioritize. 

If you hadn’t become a lawyer, what field would 
you have entered? 

I would have become a wildlife photographer

Everyone has a “guilty pleasure.” What is yours? 
My Peloton. And a really good slice of homemade 

pecan pie. 

What’s a favorite vacation spot? 
Montana.  

If you had a month off, what would you do? 
I would Read, travel, and spend time with my kids. 

What are two facts about you that most people 
may not know? 

I enjoy deep sea fishing, and when I was in college I 
spent six months living in Australia. 

Avery A. Simmons
Bradley Arant Boult Cummings LLP

 N O R T H  C A R O L I N A  L A W Y E R S  W E E K LY L E A D E R S  I N  T H E  L A W16



At the Wilmington office of Brooks Pierce, Edwin 
West practices white-collar defense and investi-
gations, professional licensing board discipline, 

and complex business disputes. He earned his Bache-
lor of Arts degree from Hampden-Sydney College and 
his law degree from Wake Forest University. West is 
an adjunct professor in legal crisis management at the 
University of North Carolina School of Law. He chairs 
the board of advisers for the Wilson Center for Leader-
ship in the Public Interest at Hampden-Sydney College 
and belongs to the White-Collar Crime Committee of 
the National Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers.

Where did you grow up? Please provide one 
memorable anecdote about your childhood.

I went to high school near the Hollywood Cross-
roads in Pitt County. One day a friend and I conspired 
to go off campus—which was prohibited—to get a 
cheeseburger at the Hollywood Grill. Unbeknownst to 
us while waiting on our order, the owner stepped into 
the back and called the principal to report our visit. 
Back on campus, as I was hunched over mid-bite, the 
principal whispered in my ear, “I sure hope it’s good!”   

Who was an important non-family mentor in 
your life and how did this person impact your 
career?

Wade Smith.  I first heard Wade speak in the sixth 
grade and I have looked up to him ever since.  As he 
has done for many others, he has been a source of 
help, advice, reassurance and inspiration throughout 
my career. His integrity, kindness, abundant good 
humor, remarkable story-telling ability and zest for life 

both in and out of the law were a source of conversation 
for the rest of the semester. 

What is the most surprising bit of good advice you 
ever received?

Several years ago, seemingly as a joke during a moti-
vational presentation, I saw a slide that described the six 
phases of a project: 1) Enthusiasm 2) Disillusionment 3) 
Panic 4) Search for the guilty 5) Punishment of the inno-
cent 6) Praise and honors for the non-participants. It was 
not intended as advice and does not always ring true, but 
it has helped me keep one foot in reality every time I start 
something new or am on a committee.

What has been your biggest career challenge?

Convincing a jury to choose a sentence of life without 
parole instead of the death penalty after it had just con-
victed my client of first-degree murder.

Please share your best tip for balancing your pro-
fessional life and your personal life.

A colleague once told me that there was “no such thing 
as career and personal life balance—only life.”  

What are two facts about you that most people 
may not know?

I have an uncanny ability to sing Leo Sayer’s “You Make 
Me Feel Like Dancing” acapella.  

I was a middle school basketball player and while visit-
ing a county rival, immediately after the half-time tip-off, I 
caught the ball, drove hard toward the wrong basket and 
accidentally scored a lay-up for the opposing team.  The 
crowd went wild.

Edwin L. West, III
Brooks Pierce, LLP

Marshall Wall, managing partner at Cranfill 
Sumner & Hartzog in Raleigh, focuses on 
business law and commercial litigation. He 

has a particular interest in privacy and data security 
and holds the Certified Information Privacy Profes-
sional/United States (CIPP/US) designation.  He is 
also board certified by the North Carolina State Bar 
as a specialist in Privacy and Information Security. A 
Raleigh native, Wall earned his Bachelor of Arts de-
gree from the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill and his law degree from Campbell University.

How does leadership in the legal field differ 
from leadership in other fields of endeavor?

Lawyers are independent, skeptical, and can be 
resistant to change. Involving them in decisions and 
new initiatives, and communicating the reasons for 
them, is key. Most of the time, “top-down” orders 
don’t work well. 

What is the most surprising bit of good advice 
you ever received?

When I graduated from college and was headed 
for law school, a friend of my mother’s (also one of 
my elementary school teachers) gave me a Black’s 
Law Dictionary. Inside the cover was this inscription: 
“To your acquisition of legal knowledge and to the 
application of it to resolve human discord and suffer-
ing, not to avaricious profit or self-aggrandizement.” 
I surely have not lived up to those words every day, 
but the book remains on my shelf and reminds me 
of this good advice for anyone who practices law.  

What was your first job? What did you learn from 
the experience? 

Other than mowing lawns, my first “real” job was 
working behind the counter at a drug store. I learned 
the importance of customer service and trying to give 
everyone a good experience. Watching the owner work, 
I also saw the dedication and pride that went into own-
ing your own business. 

Everyone has a “guilty pleasure.” What is yours? 

Let’s just say that the nearest Goodberry’s gets a fair 
amount of traffic from the Wall family, and, more often 
than not, I’m the one suggesting a trip. 

If you had a month off, what would you do?

This is hard to imagine, but, if it happened, I would 
probably work on some hobby or skill that I otherwise 
would not have time to try. Golf comes to mind since I 
almost never play and am simply awful at it. 

What are two facts about you that most people 
may not know?

The last couple of years I have run on a nine-per-
son team in the Blue Ridge Relay, a grueling race of 
about 200 miles through the mountains of Virginia and 
North Carolina that usually takes us about 30 hours to 
complete. It’s one of the craziest things that I have ever 
done, but undoubtedly one of the best. 

Several years ago, my sons and I got interested in 
professional soccer, so we each picked an English 
Premier League team to support. Every year, the one 
whose team finishes the season with the best record 
gets a prize. 

Marshall Wall
Cranfill Sumner & Hartzog LLP

 N O R T H  C A R O L I N A  L A W Y E R S  W E E K LYL E A D E R S  I N  T H E  L A W 17



 

Lach (pronounced “Lash”) Zemp, a partner at 
Roberts & Stevens of Asheville, has 30 years’ 
experience trying cases and representing a 

variety of professional, outdoor-recreation, industry, 
and business interests in state and federal courts. 
Born in North Carolina, he grew up in Camden, S.C. 
He holds a Bachelor of Arts degree in History from 
Davidson College and earned his law degree from 
the University of New Hampshire Franklin Pierce Law 
Center. He is immediate past president of the N.C. 
Association of Defense Attorneys.

  Who was an important non-family men-
tor in your life and how did this person 
impact your career?   

During and after college and through law school, 
I spent nine summers working as a deckhand on a 
commercial fishing boat in Alaska. The boat’s owner 
and my boss, who coincidentally grew up in Franklin, 
NC, had an enormous impact on me.  He redefined 
for me the meaning of hard-work and dealing with 
adversity, and he did it with intensity, intelligence, 
and great humor.  

 How does leadership in the legal field 
differ from leadership in other fields of 
endeavor?  

In many ways, I believe it is easier. As attorneys 
we approach issues with the same general frame-
work in place. We quickly separate what is relevant 
from what is not and more quickly focus on the 
issues of greatest importance. 

 What do you consider your biggest per-
sonal accomplishment and why?   

I have three sons, the youngest just turned 21. 
Each is curious, kind, and generous of spirit. I am 
very proud of and pleased about how they have 
turned out. 

 

 What was your first job? What did you 
learn from the experience?   

Two months after turning 16, I became a licensed 
South Carolina public school bus driver.  I had the same 
route for over two years with students ranging from kin-
dergarten through high school. My very limited mechan-
ical skills began with my learning how to remove the 
speed governor from my bus. And, of course, conflict 
resolution became part of my daily routine. 

 Please share your best tip for balancing 
your professional life and your personal 
life.   

Set your boundaries clearly, understanding at the out-
set that they will need to shift and flex as circumstances 
require. Make sure that you allow for that flexibility and 
understand that your beliefs about those boundaries 
will change throughout your career.    

 Everyone has a “guilty pleasure.” What is 
yours?  

Beating one of my sons in the card game of Crib-
bage, particularly when I skunk him.

What is a favorite vacation spot?   
Ireland or one of the National Parks in the Four Cor-

ners Region. 

 If you had a month off, what would you 
do? 

Enroll in a Spanish immersion class in Mexico.  

What are two facts about you that most 
people may not know? 

I was a volunteer fireman for nearly 10 years in 
Juneau, Alaska, and was involved in fighting some 
significant structure fires. And despite how badly I play, I 
enjoy playing golf more than I ought to. 

 
 

 

F. Lachiotte  Zemp, Jr.
Roberts & Stevens, PA

Gray Wilson believes the N.C. Bar Association 
and the N.C. State Bar are the two bedrocks 
of the legal profession in North Carolina and 

he considers his terms as president of both organi-
zations are his most significant professional accom-
plishment. Wilson is a partner with Nelson Mullins 
Riley & Scarborough in Winston-Salem where he 
practices in the litigation group as a trial lawyer. He 
has tried approximately 300 cases over the course 
of his career. He earned a Bachelor of Arts degree 
in English from Davidson College and his law degree 
from Duke University. He has been inducted in Busi-
ness North Carolina Magazine’s Legal Hall of Fame 
and is a Fellow in the American College of Trial Law-
yers. He is chairman of the Lawyers Mutual of North 
Carolina board of directors. Active in his church, he 
serves as a deacon at Messiah Moravian Church 
and is immediate past chairman of the church’s 
board of trustees.

Where did you grow up? Please provide 
one memorable anecdote about your 
childhood. 

While in Boone, I fell through the ice while skating 
on a mountain pond; it was the coldest day of my 
life. 

Who was an important non-family men-
tor in your life and how did this person 
impact your career? 

William F. Maready. He taught me how to think like 
a lawyer. 

How does leadership in the legal field 
differ from leadership in other fields of 
endeavor? 

A trial lawyer must be a warrior and a peacemak-
er, guided always by the law, with the ability to tell 
others when they are simply wrong. 

What is the most surprising bit of good 
advice you ever received? 

If it feels wrong, it usually is. 

What was your first job? What did you 
learn from the experience? 

Associate attorney in a large law firm. I learned that 
no man should ever be content to work for lesser men. 

What has been your biggest career chal-
lenge? 

Starting my own law firm from scratch in 1992. 

Please share your best tip for balancing 
your professional life and your personal 
life. 

Maintain a rigid and efficient schedule to accommo-
date everyone, but always put family first.

If you hadn’t become a lawyer, what field 
would you have entered? 

Medicine or Ministry 

Everyone has a “guilty pleasure.” What is 
yours?  

Tequila 

What’s a favorite vacation spot? 
For fun, Anguilla; for culture, Franconia (southeast 

Germany) 

If you had a month off, what would you 
do? 

Circumnavigate the globe 

What are two facts about you that most 
people may not know? 

I would kill for butter pecan ice cream. I love Russian 
literature. I play the ocarina (a type of vessel flute). 

G. Gray Wilson
Nelson Mullins Riley & Scarborough LLP
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McGuireWoods senior counsel Angela 
Zimmern serves as McGuireWoods’ 
pro bono director. The firm has 

earned numerous pro bono service honors 
for projects Angie has led, benefiting child 
advocacy, domestic violence prevention, 
consumer matters, veterans’ affairs, tax 
relief and estate planning. In 2018, Angie 
received the Distinguished Pro Bono Ser-
vice Award, a lifetime achievement honor 
presented by the Charlotte Center for Legal 
Advocacy, the Council for Children’s Rights 
and Legal Aid of North Carolina. In 2017, 
she was named to the Charlotte Business 
Journal’s 40 Under 40 list. She has a Bach-
elor of Arts degree in public policy from 
Duke University and a law degree from the 
University of North Carolina. 

Where did you grow up? Please provide 
one memorable anecdote about your 
childhood.

I grew up in Wilkesboro, NC – the home 
of NASCAR and MerleFest, the largest 
bluegrass festival in the world. My dad is 
a musician, and I have fond memories of 
a house full of music my entire childhood. 
One funny anecdote and foreshadowing of 
my future career as a lawyer is that I vividly 
remember being 7 years old outside at my 
grandmother’s home and seeing someone 
drive by and litter in her yard. I was so angry 
that I copied down the license plate and 
called 911 to report them.  

Who was an important non-family men-
tor in your life and how did this person 
impact your career?  

So many of the faculty and staff at the 
UNC School of Law were mentors to me, 
but one who stands out is Sylvia Novinsky, 

then an assistant dean of students and head of 
the UNC Law Pro Bono Program (now Exec-
utive Director of the NC Pro Bono Resource 
Center).  I was always interested in pro bono 
service even in law school, but my career path 
took me to a large law firm, not public interest 
work.  Sylvia taught me that I could mean-
ingfully contribute to public service by taking 
a position in a large law firm and having an 
active pro bono practice.  

What is the most surprising bit of good ad-
vice you ever received?   

I had the good fortune of winning a poker 
tournament one summer as an associate at 
Skadden in New York.  My prize was a one-on-
one lunch with Joe Flom, a founder of the firm 
and legendary M&A partner.  During the lunch, 
Mr. Flom gave me a piece of advice that I have 
never forgotten – “you must do the little things 
in your job well in order to be able to do the 
big things well.”  He encouraged me to give 
my best effort to the most mundane of tasks 
as a junior associate and promised that doing 
those tasks well would lead to achievement of 
bigger things.  

What are two facts about you that most 
people may not know?   

I am a Cameron Crazie during Duke basket-
ball games, which embarrasses my entire fami-
ly, and I am winning my family Fantasy Football 
League.  

Angie Zimmern
McGuireWoods LLP

Take your events online
With many of your clients and prospects 
working from home, now is a great time to 
engage them through a webinar.

Hosting a webinar is a powerful way to 
connect with your target audience, and with 
North Carolina Lawyers Weekly - you won’t 
have to worry about any of the logistics.

Whether you’re looking to move an in-person 
event online, or just need to generate quality 
sales leads, our team can help provide turnkey 
service from marketing to execution!

What is included in your webinar:
• 45-60 minute webinar
• Dedicated project support
• Email marketing
• Social media
• Print ad

For more information,  please contact Andrea Mounts at 704.817.1346 or amounts@mecktimes.com.
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LEARNING 
BY DOING

LAWCAREERS@ELON.EDU
336.279.9316

LAW.ELON.EDU

More than 100 students will graduate 
in December from Elon Law having completed 
a full-time legal residency-in-practice as part 
of our program.

Contact our Office of Career & Student 
Development to assist with your 
recruitment needs:

   On-campus interviews 
(virtual or in-person)

   Job postings

   Résumé collections

Be sure to share with us your summer internship 
opportunities for first- and second-year students 
ready to help you advocate for clients. 
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All of us at Cranfill Sumner & Hartzog 
celebrate Marshall Wall and Lee Poole 

on this well-deserved recognition!

Congratulations to our 2020 
North Carolina Leaders in 

the Law Honorees!

RALEIGH | CHARLOTTE | WILMINGTON
WWW.CSHLAW.COM

Marshall 
Wall

Lee 
Poole


