
ANN ARBOR — Joseph A. Simon was 

the captain of his varsity football team and 

later became a coach.

He watched game film, broke down plays, 

developed defensive strategies and predicted 

his opponent’s offensive calls. As it turned 

out, that was great preparation for the work 

he would one day do in the courtroom.

From the Ann Arbor office of Simon 

& Geherin, PLLC, Simon now creates 

criminal defense strategies. He anticipates 

the prosecution’s next moves. He reviews 

the facts, predicts the game calls, and plans 

for a win.

His motto: Be prepared. Be pre-loaded.

“Some say we don’t always hold the best 

hand as defense attorneys,” he says. “But 

when the cards are played right, and things 

come together, there’s something so poetic 

about that. It’s nice to be a difference-

maker for somebody.”

He’s quick to remember the case of a 

commercial truck driver, pulled over for 

suspected drunk driving. The stakes were 

high: A conviction would cause the driver 

to lose his job. Simon countered that the 

driver was an insulin-dependent diabetic 

who told the officer on the scene that his 

blood sugar was low. While he did poorly 

on field sobriety tests, “there was an 

explanation for it, other than alcohol.”

Simon is glad to have made a difference 

for that man — by helping him avoid 

conviction, the driver could continue 

providing for his family.

“I always wanted to be that ambassador, 

the person who stuck up for someone,” 

Simon says.

One of his clients was the child of a former 

litigator, who interviewed three criminal 

defense lawyers before choosing Simon.

“The thing about Joe, he was a straight 

shooter,” she says. “You felt safe with him, even 

though I knew there were no guarantees.”

When they arrived at court, she again 

was impressed by the way courtroom staff 

seemed to know and respect Simon. His work 

throughout the case was exceptional as well.

“His cross-examination is unreal,” she 

says. “His ability to see two steps ahead 

is magical to watch. In the courtroom, he 

thinks two steps ahead, and you need that.”

Simon recalls working on a civil case 

once and being astounded at how easy it 

was to prepare for because of the discovery 

he received in advance. With criminal 

matters, “you get what the government 

has and nothing more,” he says. “Not 

knowing what a witness is going to say is 

very limiting. So, conducting a successful 

cross-examination in a courtroom requires 

the ability to think on your feet and 

adapt. When it comes together, it is a very 

satisfying thing.”

A Diverse Past

Simon remembers the day he fell in love 

with defense law. He was a kid watching 

the movie Twelve Angry Men, starring 
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Henry Fonda. Watching the fictional jury 

dissect a murder case — eventually voting 

to acquit — stirred a sense of justice in him.

“That movie really stuck with me, so 

I began doing more reading, and I saw a 

need for quality criminal defense,” he says.

In those days, Simon’s father owned an 

appliance store, and Simon began working 

in its distribution and delivery department. 

There, he learned to work with his hands, 

communicate with a variety of people and 

work comfortably in all environments.

“Getting my hands dirty was great, but 

the education — I still use, every day, the 

skills I got from that job,” he says.

His mechanical knowledge proved 

valuable as well. Today, he is a self-

proclaimed “tinkerer” who enjoys repairing 

antique toys in his spare time.

“The inductive and deductive thinking 

that’s associated with that segues really 

well into the courtroom and putting a 

case together,” he says. “I love taking 

something apart and seeing how it works 

and the shockingly beautiful mechanical 

engineering inside.”

Of course, that’s what he does at work as 

well: “Take cases apart, analyze them and 

try to put them back together.”

That’s also how he feels about football. 

He began coaching when his son, now 18, 

was on a fifth-grade football team. With 

a busy legal practice, he didn’t expect to 

be able to help with the team except on 

occasion. But when the other coaches quit 

early in the season, Simon found himself in 

charge of a group of rambunctious 11- and 

12-year-olds. He loved it.

So, for years Simon has made the time to be a 

youth football coach, teaching kids everything 

from football plays to character development. 

He even developed and patented a new youth 

chin strap designed to make it easier for little 

hands to work the buckle.

Hungry for Work

During law school at University of 

Detroit, Simon won first place in the 

William Henry Gallagher Intramural Moot 

Court Competition for oral advocacy. 

He went on to represent the University 

of Detroit in moot court competitions 

nationally and was accepted into the 

National Order of Barristers.

Once law school was behind him, Simon 

hit the ground running, eager to take on as 

much work as possible.

“I literally was sworn in the day after I 

passed the bar by a judge in a hallway,” he 

says. “I was very hungry, and I hustled.”

After a start in the Wayne, Oakland and 

Macomb tri-county area, Simon returned 

to his hometown and took a job with the 

Washtenaw County Office of the Public 

Defender. There, he found a crash course 

in caseload management and the chance to 

practice the job he had been dreaming of.

He learned “the ability to manage a 

huge caseload,” he says. “It was high-

volume, all sorts of interesting cases and 

interesting people.”

He moved into private practice after 

three years and then opened his own 

practice in 1999. Simon & Geherin is 

now an award-winning defense practice 

with four lawyers. Each is either a former 

prosecutor or public defender.

“Everybody here stood out in law 

school, then in practice,” Simon says. 

He considers his firm a standout in 

criminal defense because it uses a team 

approach and has a strong understanding of 

the prosecution’s strategy. That’s precisely 

what Dr. Eric Trimas noticed when he 

hired Simon to represent his teenaged 

child. While some lawyers knew a bit about 

defense law, Simon’s working knowledge 

was deep and thorough.

“Joe was very knowledgeable about how 

to bring the truth out in a way that would 

be noticed and dealt with on the other 

side,” Trimas says. He was a mastermind 

of how to bring about the truth. He had to 

negotiate a lot of time bombs. He not only 

managed through all that but he was able 

to protect my child’s reputation.”

One of Simon’s greatest challenges is 

walking that fine line between remaining 

detached from clients and connecting 

with them.

“I’ve never struck that balance very well,” 

he says. “I absorb a lot of it. My wife tells me 

I work in my sleep. I often wake up having 

worked something out in my sleep.”

Throughout the years, Simon says one 

victory was his finest moment in court. It 

came from a prosecutor who filed an appeal 

after an acquittal — essentially subjecting 
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his client to double jeopardy. 

“I told him I would seek costs if he 

didn’t pull his appeal,” he says. “Well, I did 

get costs. This was just so outrageous.”

Carl Macpherson is a former partner 

at Simon & Geherin, who now works as 

a public defender. He calls Simon hard-

working and diligent.

“Joe is an excellent attorney, very detail-

oriented, extremely knowledgeable about 

the law and how the system works,” 

Macpherson says. “He offers great insight 

on cases and gave me very good advice.”

Aside from his everyday defense practice, 

Simon is involved with the Institute for 

Continuing Legal Education, where 

he teaches substantive criminal law and 

procedure. Also, he authored a computer 

application that automates Michigan’s 

sentencing guidelines. It is currently being 

used by every probation agent in the state.

Approaching age 57, Simon is a father of 

two grown children. His daughter studies 

at the University of Michigan and has a 

strong interest in law. His son is due to 

start at Michigan State in the fall. Simon 

jokingly calls his family “a house divided” 

because of the split Michigan allegiances. 

And yet, it’s appropriate. Simon himself 

spent his first two years at the University of 

Michigan before graduating with a degree 

in criminal justice from Michigan State.

In addition to practicing in Michigan’s 

state courts, Simon is admitted to the 

U.S. District Court, Eastern District of 

Michigan. He is also a member of the 

Criminal Defense Attorneys of Michigan.

Being on the Defense

Simon says his clients fall into one of 

three categories.

“There are very good people who have 

made mistakes,” he explains. “There are 

truly innocent people. Then there are 

people who are neither of those, who have 

deep troubles.”

When people ask him how he can defend 

criminals — and they ask that a lot — 

Simon points out that most of his clients 

fit in one of the first two categories. He 

also says there are a lot of gray areas in the 

law where everyday people can fall into a 

criminal act. Take the case of a car striking 

a bicyclist, he says. 

“It is a near-miss situation for many on 

the roads when something is jutting out on 

the road,” he says. While he does represent 

guilty clients, “there are many more 

everyday situations with everyday people.”

That brings to mind the client who was 

charged with negligent homicide after he 

ran a stop sign and hit another car, killing 

the driver. The stop sign was new, and the 

client — who regularly drove that route — 

assumed he still had the right of way when 

he drove through the intersection.

“Here you have a perfect human 

experience that any juror can relate to,” 

Simon says.

He brought in an expert witness to 

talk about the issue of expectancy on the 

roadway and that such a mistake is simple 

human error. His client was acquitted.

In fact, Simon is the guy many Michigan 

legal experts turn to. Retired Judge Julie 

Creal has known Simon for 35 years. She 

says he’s smart but not arrogant, and he is 

very well-respected in the legal community.

“I’ve gotten to know a lot of terrific 

attorneys,” Creal says. “One of the best 

civil attorneys I know…carries Joe Simon’s 

card in his pocket for criminal matters. 

And, really, everyone does.”

She appreciates Simon’s vigor in 

defending his clients and the respect he 

shows judges and opposing counsel.

“There isn’t a more well-prepared 

attorney I’ve ever seen — for every single 

one of his clients,” she says. “He puts the 

same care into a drunk driving case as he 

does a capital case.”

In his 31 years of practice, Simon has heard 

the jokes. He knows what people say about 

defense lawyers. And he knows it’s not true.

“People think a defense attorney isn’t 

an important part (of the judicial system), 

but it’s the most important part,” Simon 

says. “Most people don’t see the value in 

what we do. You need to be a pretty broad-

shouldered person and get the important 

message across.”

To that end, Simon tells the story of 

a time when he joined a group of police 

officers and prosecutors to address drunk 

driving. He was certainly in the minority as 

the lawyer representing drunk drivers, but 

he convinced the group that their efforts to 

keep the roads safe were better because of 

his strong criminal defense.

“A strong defense bar will make your 

community 10 times better,” he says. “It 

will make your police officers 10 times 

better, it will make your prosecutors 10 

times better, it will make your judges 10 

times better. 

“It holds everyone to a higher standard.” ■
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