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WASHINGTON, Feb. 10 — One of Theodore V. Wells Jr.’s past clients slipped quietly into the courtroom recently to watch a day in the perjury trial of I. Lewis Libby Jr. Mike Espy, agriculture secretary under President Bill Clinton, sat watching Mr. Wells, whose defense of Mr. Espy against criminal charges that he had accepted illegal gifts ended in 1998 with a stunning verdict of not guilty on 30 counts.





Mr. Wells is a celebrated defense lawyer who has represented high-profile politicians of both parties, including, clockwise from top left, Mike Espy, a former agriculture secretary; former Representative Floyd H. Flake; Raymond J. Donovan, a former labor secretary; and former Senator Robert G. Torricelli. 


The Espy case is one reason Mr. Wells is regarded as a celebrated defense lawyer with a reputation for a sure and supple touch with criminal juries. In that case, Mr. Wells prepared himself by asking Mr. Espy to move into his house in New Jersey, where, Mr. Espy recalled, for two months the two men talked “over and over about the facts of the case” until Mr. Espy felt that Mr. Wells had become his alter ego.





Reid Weingarten, another well-known criminal lawyer who shared the defense table with Mr. Wells in the Espy case, said: “The real truth about Ted is that it’s not about the flash, the geniality and the big smile. He is a prodigious worker. He loves facts. No one outworks him. No one.”





Thus far in the Libby case, Mr. Wells, with his tall and athletic bearing, has displayed his skill as a communicator through his opening statement and his cross-examinations of government witnesses. He used a wireless microphone so he could stride around the courtroom while striking notes of anger, incredulity and wounded innocence on behalf of Mr. Libby, the former chief of staff to Vice President Dick Cheney. It is a style in notable contrast to that of the chief prosecutor, Patrick J. Fitzgerald, who methodically drew his witnesses through their accounts of Mr. Libby’s alleged false statements, prodding them with questions that were unemotional, simple and often short.





Now that the prosecution has finished its case, Mr. Wells will set about a task at least as daunting as the one he faced with Mr. Espy when proceedings resume on Monday: getting the jury to reject the government’s account. 





His two-part strategy so far has not been difficult to discern: sow confusion by stoking a dense and smoky fire around the accounts of government witnesses, and put the trial on a slow track. Fatigue and confusion in the jury box are Mr. Wells’s friends. 





Mr. Wells’s chief partner in the Libby defense is William H. Jeffress Jr., an experienced Washington criminal lawyer. Mr. Jeffress has deployed his signature clarinet-smooth drawl to suggest his disbelief of accounts of several of the prosecution witnesses he has cross-examined, among them Judith Miller, the former New York Times reporter. 





Prosecutors regard Mr. Wells as a cunning adversary. “He was able to navigate complex issues in a way that made them very understandable to a lay jury,” said Andrew M. Luger, a lawyer in Minneapolis and a former federal prosecutor in Brooklyn who opposed Mr. Wells in a tax evasion and embezzlement case against former Representative Floyd H. Flake and his wife. The trial ended abruptly in 1991 when the government withdrew all its charges after the judge’s rulings narrowed the case.





“He was able to do something that not all trial lawyers can do,” Mr. Luger said. “He can present himself as personally easygoing and yet be very commanding.”





“The prosecutor has to make the case as clear as possible,” he added.





Mr. Libby is charged with lying to a grand jury and F.B.I. agents investigating the leak of the identity of Valerie Wilson, a C.I.A. operative. Her name was first disclosed publicly in a column by Robert D. Novak on July 14, 2003, just days after The New York Times published an Op-Ed article by her husband, Joseph C. Wilson IV, asserting that the Bush administration had willfully distorted intelligence to build its case for invading Iraq. Mr. Wilson, a former ambassador, had taken a trip to Africa to investigate intelligence reports that Saddam Hussein had tried to buy uranium ore for his weapons program, but said he found no firm evidence that had occurred.





Neither Mr. Libby, 56, nor anyone else was charged with improperly disclosing Ms. Wilson’s name. 





Mr. Wells, who is the same age as his client, was born in Washington and went to Holy Cross on a football scholarship. He began working as a defense lawyer in New Jersey after graduating from the Harvard law and business schools. He and his wife, Nina, secretary of state of New Jersey, have been active in various organizations, including the United Negro College Fund. He was the finance chairman for the unsuccessful 2000 presidential campaign by Bill Bradley, the former Democratic senator from New Jersey and a longtime friend.





In choosing Mr. Wells to head his defense team, Mr. Libby knew he was getting someone who had helped high-profile political officials in both parties walk away from difficult legal situations, including Raymond J. Donovan, labor secretary under President Ronald Reagan, and former Senator Robert G. Torricelli, Democrat of New Jersey.





In the case of Mr. Espy, who did not testify in his own defense, Mr. Wells’s closing argument demonstrated the identification between the lawyer and his clients. “I remember thinking, ‘This guy, he just became me,’ ” Mr. Espy said. “His ties to me were so close, it was just like I was talking. When he told the jury he was speaking because I couldn’t speak for myself, I understood, and the jury understood.”





Mr. Wells’s cross-examination of the first government witness, Marc Grossman, a former State Department official, was a primer on the role of a defense lawyer: to make a witness’s certainty seem shaky, perhaps even to the witness himself. Mr. Wells threw out a dizzying torrent of facts, names, events and descriptions of government agencies over the course of questioning him. 





Mr. Grossman had testified under a prosecutor’s questioning that he had told Mr. Libby, who is widely known as Scooter, about Ms. Wilson weeks before he claimed to have learned of her from reporters.





Mr. Wells asked Mr. Grossman if he really remembered the date of his first conversation with Mr. Libby as he had testified. He replied that he had remembered it only after reviewing notes. 





“You are only reconstructing it based on your review of your calendar, isn’t that right?” Mr. Wells asked. 





“Absolutely, yes, sir,” Mr. Grossman replied. 





Wasn’t his mention of Ms. Wilson, also known by her maiden name, Valerie Plame, an aside of less than 30 seconds? “Yes, sir,” Mr. Grossman replied. (Over the course of the next few days, Mr. Wells would refer to that aside sometimes as only 10 or 20 seconds).





But Mr. Wells’s efforts to stir up confusion may have wilted under Mr. Fitzgerald’s steady parade of witnesses against Mr. Libby over the last two weeks. And one of Mr. Wells’s efforts to slow the trial as the prosecution was to present an important witness did not succeed. 





The witness was Cathie Martin, Mr. Cheney’s former chief spokeswoman, whose testimony was especially damaging as she had worked closely with Mr. Libby in the same office.





Mr. Wells complained that he had been denied an opportunity to read a “whole box” of the original copies of her notes. It would, he suggested, take hours for the defense team to digest the notes.





Mr. Fitzgerald responded that Mr. Wells had had copies of all the notes for more than a year. Mr. Wells then asserted that some of the copies were illegible. 





“I think that’s a bit of a spin,” Mr. Fitzgerald said, pointing out that he was using only about four pages as evidence. “These copies were legible. Show me the pages that weren’t legible.”





Judge Reggie B. Walton said testily that it would be unethical of Mr. Wells to misrepresent whether he could read the documents, so he had no choice but to accept Mr. Wells’s assertion. 





At that point, Mr. Fitzgerald produced the notes, which amounted to about a three-inch stack and not a whole box. Judge Walton said with exasperation that Mr. Wells could find time to review the notes during his lunch hour and that he would not delay the trial as requested.





David Stout contributed reporting.
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