California
To quote Justice Arthur G. Scotland, Sacramento Pegasus co-ordinator, my time in California was “go, go, go!” With a professional background spanning self-employed criminal practice and an employed position in the Government Legal Department, I arrived keen to explore a range of legal settings: Sacramento delivered.
I was interested in California’s law-making process - meetings with lawyers from the Office of Legislative Counsel, with Governor Gavin Newsom’s Legal Affairs Secretary, with legislative representatives and experienced lobbyists provided insight into the journey from policy to statute. I particularly enjoyed discussing the nuances of giving legal advice in a political context, including consideration of our professional duties as counsel when working ‘in-house’. 
Conversation with members of the Sacramento judiciary was equally illuminating. I was struck by the diversity of the bench and discussed the appointments process with Luis Cespedes, Governor Newsom’s Judicial Appointments Secretary. We compared efforts in California and England and Wales to broaden representation within the judiciary - while progress has been made at home, my impression is that the United States has moved further and faster.
Observing criminal proceedings was a particular highlight of my time in California. During a sentencing hearing, I noted the defendant’s participation in the process: standing beside counsel rather than sitting in a dock and addressing the judge directly in an elocution statement. At home, such exchanges are of course ordinarily conducted through counsel - I can see merit in both approaches, but in that courtroom the direct dialogue felt constructive and humane.
In the Superior Court, discussions about managing heavy caseloads and systemic pressures felt strikingly familiar. Less familiar was witnessing the penalty phase of a capital trial. I am well used to divorcing my own opinion from the factual matrix of a case, and I strongly believe in the duty to act without fear or favour within the relevant legal framework. Nonetheless, it was difficult to imagine dealing with such matters, and this was thrown into sharp relief later in the program when observing the latter appeal stages of a capital case in Florida. 
Beyond the courts, I experienced the beauty of California, including a trip to Lake Tahoe, San Francisco, and a drive down the coast to Steinbeck country - it was spectacular. 
Florida
In Brevard County, Florida, I was hosted by the Vassar B. Carlton Inn of Court. At the Moore Justice Center, I observed criminal hearings with a focus on plea bargaining. The efficiency of this model was evident, but it does prompt questions about proportionality and the potential pressure on defendants to avoid trial. Explaining the English system (including credit for early guilty pleas) led to lively exchanges about the fairness of the respective approaches. American colleagues were also surprised to learn that self-employed barristers in England and Wales both prosecute and defend, and that part-time judicial roles are common. In my opinion, this approach fosters independence and breadth of perspective, and I enjoyed advocating for it as an approach to legal practice.
I also visited the Fifth District Court of Appeal in Daytona Beach and courts in Orlando, participated in a wide-ranging Q&A on the English legal system, and toured the county jail with the Brevard County Sheriff’s Office. Outside court, I had some very fun Florida experiences, including a trip to Kennedy Space Center, rocket launches at Cape Canaveral, river tours and generous hospitality. 
Washington DC and the DMV
Autumn 2025 was quite the time to be in DC. I arrived at the outset of a federal government shutdown - the longest in US history. The effect on public services and direct impact on people’s lives was striking, but it was certainly interesting to hear views about it across the political spectrum. 
Appellate advocacy formed a central component of this part of the program. I observed oral arguments in the Maryland Supreme Court, the District of Columbia Court of Appeals, and the Supreme Court of the United States. Appellate advocacy in the US functions as a distinct specialism, with emphasis on written briefs and time-limited oral submissions. The style felt more conversational than that typical of English courts, with robust judicial questioning, which I thought was largely very constructive. 
Attending an argument at the US Supreme Court was extraordinary. The justices’ engagement (with counsel and each other) demonstrated acute awareness of their constitutional responsibility. I was particularly interested in the relationship between jurisprudential philosophy and political ideology, which seems much more prominent in the US legal system than at home. 
I also met senior figures across the legal and political landscape, including White House Counsel and the Director of the FBI. Conversations with journalists, legislators, police officers and students broadened my understanding of the legal system beyond the courtroom. A favourite experience was observing a criminal trial in the DC Superior Court - the rhythm of the day, the war stories and the cut and thrust of the courtroom were comfortingly familiar. 
Boston
In Boston, hosted by the Boston American Inn of Court, I observed proceedings in the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court and the federal District Court, met members of the judiciary, and discussed the operational pressures facing modern courts (again, much felt familiar). 
A Commonwealth remembrance service at Old North Church (famed for Paul Revere’s signal at the dawn of the American Revolution) was an unexpectedly poignant experience, particularly as the 250th anniversary of American independence approaches - I was certainly not expecting to sing God Save the King. I had a wonderful time in Boston - history, culture, and excellent people. 
Reflections
Throughout the trip, I was asked whether the UK has certain things the US does, from bond systems to Halloween to political polarisation. My answer was usually: “yes, though perhaps not quite to the same extent.” The Pegasus Scholarship was as much about learning about the American legal system as it was being invited to examine the system in which I live and work, and I can honestly say that it one of the most invaluable intellectual and personal experiences of my life. 

