
For obvious reasons, Enrico J. Mirabelli 
would not recommend personal injury 
lawyers get injured to better understand 
their clients, just as he wouldn’t recommend 
aviation attorneys get into plane crashes to 
better understand theirs.

But he readily admits that his divorce 
from his wife Valentina in 2011, after what 
he calls “24 wonderful years,” turned out 
to be one of the best things that happened 
to his career.

A name partner with Beermann Pritikin 
Mirabelli Swerdlove LLP, Mirabelli spent 
nearly a quarter century on the professional 
end of the lawyer-client relationship of divorce 
proceedings before becoming the client.

“There was a quantum leap in my 
understanding of what I do for a living when 
I went through my own divorce,” he says. 
“You can advise people about divorce, but 
there’s something about going through the 
process yourself that gives you such an insight 
that you just wouldn’t have otherwise.

“When I talk to clients and tell them I 
understand what they’re going through 
and that I’ve been there, they perk up 
and say, ‘Really?’ They have a lot more 
confi dence in my abilities because I’ve 
had that personal experience. It materially 
changed the way I approached adversaries 
and other spouses in a positive way.”

Mirabelli’s marriage ended amicably 
enough to the point that he can visit his ex-
wife at his old house and celebrate birthdays 
and other notable events as a family.

“That’s what everyone should try to do…
turn the page but still be parents,” he says.

Bulldog in the Courtroom
Even though he says his aggressiveness 

following his divorce has simmered down to 
the point that even judges have noticed aloud, 
Mirabelli still works cases with the tenacious 
trial lawyer persona that precedes him.

“He conducted the best cross exam of an 
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divorce case, he started down a path he 
hasn’t left decades later.

“Being a divorce lawyer is so much about 
common sense and family values and things 
you don’t learn from law books,” he says. 
“If you have those innate qualities, you 
can do it well. Hearings can be fast-paced, 
tense and emotional with a lot of action 
and fi ghting, and I gravitated toward that.”

The frequency of being in the courtroom 
for divorce cases piqued Mirabelli’s interest 
as well. Before long, his docket of cases was 
about 95 percent divorce.

“The more you do divorces and do them 
well, the more people recommend you for 
them,” he says. “My mortgage foreclosure 
practice dwindled, and the amount of 
defamation cases were so few and far between 
I abandoned that part of the practice.

“At some point you have to make a 
decision: Pick one discipline and be the 
best at it. I didn’t choose divorce, but 
divorce chose me, and I just went with it.”

Mirabelli made the right choice, according 
to Cook County Circuit Court Judge Grace 
Dickler, in front of whom Mirabelli has tried 
cases for more than 20 years.

“He is an absolutely excellent trial 
lawyer,” Dickler says. “He can really put 
forth his case and make a judge believe 
what he’s saying. The way that he organizes 
the evidence and brings it forth, he’s a very 
formidable opponent.”

Mirabelli came to Beermann in 
November 2011, after having been a 
courtroom opponent of fi rm co-founder 
Miles Beermann on a number of high-
profi le proceedings, including the divorce 
of Chicago politician Gery Chico. 
Beermann says he was happy to fi nally get 
Mirabelli on his professional side.

“No one can think as fast on his feet as 
Rico can,” Beermann says. “You had to be 
as fast as he was because every time you 
made a statement, he had an instant retort.”

The Bright Lights
To the public, Mirabelli’s career legacy 

will doubtlessly be defi ned by the numerous 
high-profi le matters that have had his name 
in newspapers and on telecasts. His big-name 
cases include those of Dwyane Wade and 
Danny Bonaduce, whom he represented in 
a restraining order and eventual defamation 
case against a former nanny.

He jumped on the high-profi le track 
unconventionally. Several months after 
helping a neighbor in his apartment 
building with her lease problems in the 
mid-1980s, the same woman approached 
him with a claim that a customer service 
representative for American Airlines at 
O’Hare International Airport bit her and 
broke her skin.

expert witness I’ve seen in all my 40 years 
of practice,” says Paul Bargiel, who heads 
his own private practice of civil appeals. 
Bargiel worked with Mirabelli on the high-
profi le child custody case of NBA star 
Dwyane Wade.

“What (Mirabelli) did and the manner 
in which he did it was truly brilliant. It 
evidenced more than just skill. It was a 
manifestation of real talent.”

His love for argument, he says, began 
when he was a young man growing up on 
the South Side of Chicago, the son of Elvera, 
a homemaker, and Louis, a furniture and 
appliance store owner and committeeman.

“I was one of those kids who, when I was 
very young, people said I loved to argue 
and should be a lawyer” he says.

Mirabelli was heavily infl uenced by his 
dad’s political leanings: He graduated 
Brother Rice High School in 1974 as 
president of the student council and once 
entertained the idea of a career in politics. 
It was disillusionment with politics and the 
need to support a family that squashed his 
aspirations for good.

“I appreciate people who choose to go in 
politics, but now the only thing I run for is 
my law offi ce,” he says.

Mirabelli is the fi rst lawyer in his 
extended family, though he believes his dad 
would have considered law school had he 
not been deployed to the Korean War.

Practicing law came on Mirabelli’s radar 
when he visited the Daley Center with his 
father while in high school and watched 
lawyers work one ballot petition case after 
another. He was transfi xed.

“The lawyers were so good, I watched 
them and thought, ‘That’s what I want to 
do,’” he says. “It became a single-minded 
purpose. I fi nished high school knowing I 
was going to college and law school.”

His Seminal Case
Mirabelli left The John Marshall Law 

School with every intention of going 
into defamation law. He clerked for solo 
practitioner Gerard Heldrich, Jr. during 
law school, where he had his hands in a lot 
of real estate and mortgage foreclosures.

His intention to practice defamation law 
began when he became involved with Gertz 
v. Robert Welch, Inc., a seminal Chicago 
defamation case involving his boss’s client 
Robert Welch and Elmer Gertz, a former 
professor of his at John Marshall. When the 
case went back to trial in spring 1981, the 
judge allowed Mirabelli to sit at the desk 
with chief counsel for Welch and Heldrich.

“I was allowed to help write motions and 
be really involved with the case,” he says. 
“The exposure to that case alone led to 
several job offers when I graduated.”

Mirabelli ultimately went with Gerard 
Heldrich, Jr., the solo practitioner who 
gave him his fi rst clerking job in law school.

“He was like a father to me,” Mirabelli 
says of Heldrich. “Giving me the 
opportunity to sit third chair at a trial was 
an opportunity few law students had. I had 
offers from the state’s attorney and other 
bigger fi rms, but he was a great guy. There 
was sentimental value and loyalty there.”

In 1983, 19 months out of law school, 
Mirabelli’s ability to generate business for 
the fi rm made him partner. The fi rm was 
renamed Heldrich, Mirabelli & Associates, 
and it moved to a LaSalle Street offi ce.

After about fi ve years as partner and in 
his early 30s, Mirabelli knew he wanted to 
hang his own shingle to expand his practice. 
On January 1, 1988, he started Enrico J. 
Mirabelli & Associates. Within the prior 
year he had married Valentina, who also 
had become pregnant with Justino, their 
fi rst of three sons.

“Gerry told me he knew this day would 
come,” Mirabelli says. “He said, ‘You’re 
always pushing for growth, and I’m trying 
to wind down.’”

He started off his fi rm doing mostly 
real estate cases, but when he got his fi rst 
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Heldrich disregarded the case, even 
though the woman was concerned about 
contracting AIDS through the bite near 
the height of the epidemic in the United 
States. But Mirabelli stayed the course.

“I was able to get American Airlines to 
send me a letter that confi rmed that their 
employee was HIV positive,” he says. “I 
went back to Gerry and told him that case 
he thought was silly just got a whole lot 
more interesting.”

Mirabelli sent the company a demand 
letter. The response, he says, was essentially, 
“We had a plane fall out of the sky, and we 
got a lot of bad press and still survived, so 
we won’t pay what you want.”

After the lawsuit was fi led, it was all over 
the news within 24 hours. The particulars 
of the case — negligent transmission of the 
AIDS virus through a bite and a company’s 
negligent retention of an employee — was 
the fi rst of its kind in the country.

“Today, we’d say it went viral,” he 
explains. “It landed in the Wall Street 
Journal, New York Times, Dallas Post and 
the Chicago Tribune.”

Mirabelli received calls from someone 
looking for information who turned out 
to be a reporter for the National Enquirer. 
He realized it when his dad saw his face on 
a copy of the tabloid while in line at a store.

Jane Doe v. American Airlines settled 
for what he says was an “undisclosed yet 
substantial amount,” setting a precedent 
for Mirabelli’s high-profi le career that 
continues to this day. The case also 
provoked revered trial lawyer Philip 
Corboy to give him a call to ask under what 
authority he fi led a “Jane Doe” case.

“It’s not often you talk to a legend, and my 
legal career fl ashed in front of me,” Mirabelli 
says. “I had no other answer but ‘I saw you 
did the same thing in one of your cases.’ 
Corboy laughed and said ‘Let’s have lunch.’”

Together they co-authored and got 
passed an amendment to the statute that 
allows for fi ctitious pleading, which in turn 
cultivated a relationship with Corboy that 
lasted until his death and gave Mirabelli 
more fuel to deal with the press.

He says that learning how to fi nesse 
media-heavy cases is something you can’t 
really learn in law school.

“If you feel a case is newsworthy, you have 
to determine what your client wants,” he says. 
“Does your client want no media coverage? 
Or does your client want the issue out there? 
And you have to have an understanding and 
instinct of what is newsworthy.”

Perhaps Mirabelli’s most personal high-
profi le case was representing the Italian 
American Defense Association in a lawsuit 
against HBO over its popular show The 
Sopranos. The association argued that the 

show was offensive to Italian Americans 
based on the perpetuation of negative 
stereotypes and violated the Individual 
Dignity clause of the Illinois Constitution 
and was therefore actionable.

The case hit close to home for him 
because, like his father before him, Mirabelli 
was never “connected” and despised Italian 
mob stereotypes.

“It’s like saying every 6-foot-7 African-
American man is a basketball player, not a 
lawyer or an accountant,” he says. “Who 
wouldn’t want to be Tony Soprano? You get 
the best table in the house, no one disagrees 
with you or you can kill them, and you have 
lots of money. But that’s not real life. That’s 
not who Italian-Americans are.”

The main reason Mirabelli didn’t pursue 
the practice of criminal law is because he 
didn’t want people to think, solely because 
he has a vowel at the end of his name, that 
he was a “mob lawyer.”

“I give criminal defense lawyers all the 
credit in the world because there’s nothing 
more important than protecting peoples’ 
Constitutional rights, but I didn’t want to 
feed into that stereotype,” he says.

“If you’re a hard-working guy of Italian 
descent below the radar, no one thinks 
you’re connected. If you’re successful, 
people deprecate you by thinking you are. 
I’ve lived this.”

Old-school Sensibilities
At 58 and with a record of success that 

most trial lawyers would envy, Mirabelli 
has yet to slow down. He still spends six or 
seven days in the offi ce, often including late 
nights. Being the last person in the offi ce 
allows him to hold the de facto title that he 
calls “senior electrician.”

“I walk around the suite at night and 
turn off the lights in the offi ces of all the 
associates who have left before me,” he says.

Mirabelli is also unapologetically 
traditional in his methods and in his 
resistance to technology. He’s never used 
an ATM, and he refuses to become a slave 
to a cell phone.

“I’m so old school it makes my kids nuts,” 
he says. “I have a cell phone, and I make 
calls with it. That’s it. My kids go, ‘Dad, you 
have the iPhone 6 sitting in your drawer, 
and you haven’t even activated it yet.’”

He insists that his old-school mentality 
in no way detracts from his skills when it 
comes to his craft.

“No computer can ever do what I can 
do in a courtroom,” he says. “I take notes 
by hand, I don’t carry a laptop, I keep 
my schedule in my head. The younger 
lawyers are possessed of those newer skills, 
but I don’t care about how to redline a 
document or how to create a spreadsheet. 

I don’t care how to learn how to do that 
stuff because what I do best transcends 
technological improvements.”

Mirabelli says one of the biggest changes 
in his practice is not tech-related, but 
simply the natural progression of family 
law — especially the “50-50” proposition 
that dictated most divorces for years. 
Conventionally, wives received all the 
assets, husbands received all the debts, and 
children always went with the wife.

“There was no Illinois Parents Act of 
1984, no Illinois Domestic Act of 1986, 
no joint parenting agreement, dads didn’t 
even think about fi ghting for custody 
except in rare occasions,” he says.

“Now men ask alimony of their wives and 
for 50 percent of time with the children. 
You have same-sex marriages, which were 
unheard of 33 years ago. Even in the last 10 
years you’ve had same-sex adoptions.

“All of these are huge changes, and 
knowing and understanding that is far 
more important than learning how to send 
an email on my iPhone. Computers don’t 
make persuasive closing arguments, and 
they can’t cross-examine witnesses.”

Keeping it Honest
Though Beermann Law conducts formal 

in-house education for the fi rm’s younger 
associates, Mirabelli tries to lead by example 
in his everyday practice so associates know 
they can come to him for advice. Working 
with young lawyers on sharpening their 
craft is one of the “real joys” of his job.

“When lawyers don’t have mentors, they 
make mistakes. When they make mistakes, 
it’s bad for the client and bad for the 
profession,” he says. “But everyone makes 
mistakes. If you’re playing basketball and 
you don’t have four fouls on you, you 
weren’t in the game.”

I expect younger lawyers to make 
mistakes, but I also expect them to be 
honest about it, learn from it, own it and 
don’t cover up. If lawyers were perfect, 
there’d be no malpractice insurance. If 
judges were perfect there’d be no appellate 
courts. I made my mistakes and I worked 
through them by being honest with clients, 
partners and the people I work with.”

Mirabelli has no designs on retirement 
anytime soon, and nothing brings him 
more joy than getting up in the morning 
and going to the “best job ever.”

“Although I am in the autumn of my 
career, I practice every day as if it were 
spring,” he says.  �
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