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Susan Steingass ('76) sees the legal
system as life in a nutshell. "Life
ate its best and life at it worst,"
Steingass said.

This former Dane County Cir-
cuit Judge and English teacher,
who is now with Habush, Habush,
Davis & Rottier, said that she has
seen just about every life experi-
ence in the courtroom.

"Being in a courthouse in a
busy county with a lot of busi-
ness-criminal, civil, family, juve-
nile-it's just being dead center at
the heart of human problems,"
Steingass said. "It's the ultimate
reality training. You see 'what goes
right and what goes wrong with the sys-
tem, you see people at their most stressful
times and I think you appreciate what law
can or cannot do for people."

Steingass began her legal career clerk-
ing for \Visconsin Supreme Court Chief
Justice Nathan Heffernan. She said that
she learned invaluable lessons about the
legal system while working in the Court,

"Back then it was the only appellate
court in the state, there wasn't a COUltof
Appeals, so you got all the appeals as of
right," Steingass said. "So you were working
with trial records and you got to see how
the world really worked, how law was
practiced, what worked, what didn't, what
making a record meant, what effects
lawyers do have on juries and judges."

She then became a trial lawyer with
Stafford, Rosenbaum, Rieser & Hansen

and specialized in environmental and
commercial law and was surprised when
her application to fill a vacancy on the cir-
cuit court was accepted by then-governor
Anthony Earl in 1985. Her skill on the
bench earned her the Wisconsin Trial
Judge of the Year Award in 1992 from the
Wisconsin chapter of the American Board
of Trial Advocates.

"When I was appointed to the bench I
was not one of those people who escaped
from private practice because I didn't like
it or wasn't excited by it," Steingass said.

Steingass said that she tried to treat
every person in the courtroom with
respect and show that their day in COUlt
was taken seriously.

"It's not a matter of processing the num-
bers through," she said. "Being a judge is
case-by-case and person-by-person. I
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always tried, without undercutting
the dignity of the proceedings, to
be as personal and, for lack of a
better word, informal with people
as the situation permitted."

She also said that dealing with
problems all day long could get
frustrating.

"There were some days, espe-
cially in juvenile court, that you
couldn't believe," Steingass said. "It
can be overwhelming and I think
that anybody who sits on the
bench will tell you that."

She also chaired the Wisconsin
Equal Justice Task Force, which
spent two years studying the
effects of gender on decision-mak-
ing in the legal system in family

law, domestic violence, criminal law, civil
law and the treatment of female lawyers.

After almost nine years on the bench
Steingass said that it was time to move on,
and went back into private practice. "I
love the practice. I'm very respectful of
the profession and I really like the client
contact a lot, always have and still do,"
she said. "I like representing people and I
like litigation"

Steingass said that changes in her
career have helped her deal with the
demands of the profession.

"It's wonderful to change and grow.
Even if it scares you to death it also keeps
you fresh and new in your ideas if you
like your work and change periodically,"
she said. "The change was exhilarating, it
has been every time."


