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Lifetime Achievers
Our 11th annual awards honor remarkable lawyers and distinctive careers.

The Lifetime Achievement Award honorees
we profile in the following pages have had distinguished careers
at some of the country’s most prominent law firms,
organizations or companies, and have also made their mark through pro
bono, government or civic work.
This year’s Law Firm Distinguished Leader Award winners,
whom we also honor, have provided exemplary stewardship of their firm.

Lifetime Achievers 2014

Michael Cooper

Sullivan & Cromwell

For the first decade of his legal career, Michael
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Cooper wasn’t much involved in public interest organizations. “As a
young attorney, I quickly became involved in a number of antitrust
matters,” says Cooper, who joined Sullivan & Cromwell in New
York after graduating from Harvard Law School. “They were virtually all-consuming.”
But Cooper, 78, has more than made up for that lost decade. In
the ensuing 35 years (and counting) of his legal career, he has risen
to the presidencies of the Association of the Bar of the City of New
York, the Board of Regents of the American College of Trial Lawyers
and its foundation and the Legal Aid Society. He has also been cochair of the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil
Rights Under Law and chair of Pro Bono
Advice to young lawyers:
Net. “Michael is an incredibly talented law“If after some period
yer, but it’s his basic human quality to do
of time you conclude that
you would be happier doing good that’s deserving of the most praise,”
says Judith Kaye, former
something else, then do
chief judge of New York
something else.”
Court of Appeals. “I’ve
called on him to take a leadership position in several efforts aimed at bettering the justice system
in New York, and he was always willing to help.”
Cooper’s public interest involvement hasn’t
been limited to executive boards: He has personally represented both a Guantánamo detainee and
an intervenor in a voting rights case. “I have always
been very sympathetic to issues of civil rights and
human rights, since before I went to law school,”
says Cooper, adding that it was part of the reason
he decided to go to law school. “When I was a junior at Harvard College, I realized after reading
an essay by [English poet] Matthew Arnold that I
didn’t want to live the life of a scholar, I wanted to
be more of an activist.”
Those activist tendencies were apparent in
Cooper’s decision to represent Guantánamo detainee Adel El Ouerghi in 2005. Cooper describes
the Guantánamo matter as one of which he is most
proud. “I hasten to say I did not succeed in accomplishing any legal victories for my client in court,”
Cooper says, “but I hope that knowing that he had a
lawyer who was advancing his interests made his situation more tolerable.” Additionally, Cooper counted as a victory that at his prompting more than 40
fellows of the American College of Trial Lawyers
also took on pro bono cases representing Guantánamo detainees. “These were not terribly popular
cases to take on, but it seemed to me the right thing
to do,” Cooper says.

The rise of Cooper’s pro bono and public interest portfolio in
the 1970s did not detract from his practice at Sullivan & Cromwell, where he was head of the litigation practice for seven years,
beginning in 1978. “Michael has been one of our firm’s preeminent litigators, and our clients came to depend on his always insightful advice and resolute representation of them during the
most challenging of matters,” says Sullivan & Cromwell senior
chairman H. Rodgin Cohen. During the course of his career,
Cooper represented such firm clients as JP Morgan Chase, Exxon
Corp. and a predecessor to the professional services firm Deloitte
Touche Tohmatsu Ltd. in a wide variety of legal matters. He represented the owners of two office towers condemned to make way
for the World Trade Center and Cornell University in litigation
related to the divestiture of the Cornell Aeronautical Laboratory.
“The cases were never run-of-the-mill,” Cooper says, “and for
that I consider myself fortunate.”
—Drew Combs

