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Criminal defense lawyers and partners ].P. Plachecki
and Rich McCluer have two things in common:
a sense of justice and a love of their hometown

P. Plachecki and Rich McCluer are the
least likely of partners.

Plachecki strolls into the Winona
County courtroom, wearing a rumpled

@ black pinstripe suit with a navy bowtie
and a blue-and-pink striped shirt. He swings
a hand through his slicked, graying shoulder-
length hair, checks his pocket watch, jokes
with the county prosecutor for a few minutes,
and then sits next to his 20-something client.
Plachecki smiles and claps a hand on his shoul-
der. The client smiles back.

The probation violation hearing is a quickie.
All the better: Plachecki’s fishing rod is in his
trunk, as always.

Richmond H. (just Rich outside the court-
room) McCluer strides into the same court-
room, gliding almost. as if propelled by some
unseen force. He's 5-foot-9, but even judges
appear to look up when addressing him—
the force pushes both forward and upward.
McCluer adjusts his yellow bowtie, solemnly
whispers a few things into his client’s ear, and
speaks briefly with the judge (addressing him
only as “Judge”) about the drunken-driving
charge before the pre-trial hearing ends.

Later that day, McCluer, a black belt, will
spend hours planning his upcoming karate
tournament, his energy fueled by the several
cans of Red Bull he slams each day.

In Winona, a Mississippi River town known
for its characters, McCluer and Plachecki— trial
lawyers, partners at Price, McCluer & Plachecki
and friends—rise above the crowd. They are
criminal-defense legends in the southeast part
of the state, and even their clients are atypical.
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They've represented everyone from two nosy
neighbors accused of breaking into a dead
spinster’s house, to a grizzled fellow written up
by the sheriff after refusing to clean a back yard
full of rusted cars.

After spending almost a lifetime apart,
the two native sons sit on the same side of the
courtroom, their searches for home having led
them to each other.

cCluer and Plachecki grew up in
MWinona: after graduation one turned

left, the other right. McCluer headed
to California to study karate, and then to
Minneapolis in the late 1970s to get his law
degree and work for Fredrikson & Byron.
Plachecki landed in Massachusetts, working for
the state.

McCluer returned to Winona in the late
1980s to join Darby, Delano and Price in
Winona, where Michael J. Price mentored him
on criminal law and the Constitution. Plachecki,
meanwhile, was still in Boston and thinking
about heading to Wall Street.

Then, in 1994, his mother sent him a news
clipping. It was on McCluer, a name vaguely
familiar to Plachecki in the way small-town
people never forget a surname. McCluer had
left private practice to take a job as a roving
public defense attorney (someone who serves
a judicial district, rather than a county), work-
ing for the state’s Third District, which includes
Winona, Dodge, Olmsted and Wabasha coun-
ties. The article was Plachecki’s mother's way of
saying there was an opening back home.

Plachecki thought hard. Because of his

mother, yes, but for another reason: he knew a
girl back home. They had run into each other at
a high school reunion and stayed in touch. He
returned to Winona, where he replaced McCluer
at Darby, Delano and Price, bought a farm across
the river in Wisconsin, and married the girl.

And it went like this for 10 years: McCluer
and Plachecki, two names gaining prominence
for separate things. “Whatever big case was
going on then, we had it,” Plachecki says. “If they
had money, I had it. If they didn’t, Rich did.”

In 2003, McCluer returned to private prac-
tice, joining Plachecki and Price. McCluer and
Plachecki work in adjacent offices in the firm’s
basement (Price gets the upstairs), a low-ceil-
inged warren filled with vintage furniture and
dog-eared law books arranged on sagging
bookshelves. Plachecki’s desk is clean. No com-
puter. “I learned the old-fashioned way,” he
says. “I like going back to the books.” McCluer,
by comparison, is either clacking away on his
computer or punching hearing times into his
BlackBerry.

Despite the duo’s disparate working styles,
they tackle all serious felony cases togeth-
er. They have complementary personalities.
Plachecki is a prodigious talker and storyteller;
McCluer is contemplative and direct. At 53,
McCluer is seven years older than Plachecki
and often the designated lead in the courtroom,
questioning witnesses and handling hearings.

“J.P. is more congenial and collegial in
dealing with the prosecution,” McCluer says.
“Sometimes I'm a little too hardheaded. ...

- It’s very much like a campaign. I'm the field

general and JP. is the diplomat who says,












