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Statement of Katherine Litvak 

Professor of Law, Northwestern Pritzker School of Law 

Home address:  2829 Sheridan Place, Evanston IL 60201 

kate.litvak@gmail.com 

(847) 807-9571 

I am a victim of egregious judicial misconduct by Judge Leith of the Denver Probate Court. 

Since 2013, J. Leith has been overseeing a case between two members of my family, my husband 

(Bernard Black) and his sister (Joanne Black).  I have never been a party in this or any other 

proceeding in J. Leith’s court. 

I have never lived in Colorado, have no property in Colorado, never visited Colorado before J. 

Leith took over our family’s life.  J. Leith has no basis for personal jurisdiction over me. 

And yet, J. Leith took steps to attack me personally and professionally, which deeply harmed my 

reputation and career. She gave me no notice that my private life would be discussed in her 

courtroom. I had no chance to respond, to present evidence, to question my accusers, to have an 

attorney represent me, or even to appeal her language.  

J. Leith’s conduct in our case is truly mind-blowing and brazenly unlawful. Please see some of 

the details below! The Netflix show, I Care a Lot, about a corrupt guardian who steals from her 

wards, isn’t far off the mark.  I teach law; I read hundreds of cases.  I have never heard of a judge 

behaving in such fashion.  I have learned that my experience with J. Leith is far from unique. 

To summarize: for ten years (until Joanne Black died), J. Leith maintained an unlawful 

conservatorship over a legally competent non-resident (a New Yorker), who was found 

competent in 2016 by a N.Y. court. During this time, J. Leith appointed a large team of lawyers, 

guardians, conservators, and accountants, and approved millions of dollars in fees for them, paid 

by our family, for activity that provided literally zero benefit to Joanne Black– who was, I repeat, 

a legally competent non-resident, and who repeatedly demanded to be liberated from 

conservatorship.  At every step, J. Leith ruled in favor of the team she appointed, to transfer our 

money to them, against our family’s efforts to stop the transfers.  

Several times, J. Leith ordered her conservatorship team to file lawsuits against our family in 

other jurisdictions with no basis in law or facts. Even if those suits were meritorious, a judge has 

no right to order private parties to file lawsuits in other states. J. Leith actively fueled needless 

litigation.  Here too, I have never heard of a judge behaving in similar fashion.   

The meritless suits ordered by J. Leith failed in other courts. J. Leith then ordered the 

conservatorship team to file an-already failed lawsuit in J. Leith’s own chambers. These are the 

people whom J. Leith appointed and whose fees she approves. They filed the lawsuit that J. Leith 

ordered; she ruled in their favor, on the claims that she instructed them to bring. 

Now a few details. 

My late sister-in-law, Joanne Black, stayed in Colorado briefly during 2012 and early 2013, and 

never became a Colorado resident.  During this brief stay, J. Leith established a conservatorship 

over Joanne based on Joanne’s mental health problems. In April 2013, Joanne returned to her 

lifelong home state, New York, and never returned to Colorado.   
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In March 2016, J. Aliotta of the New York Supreme Court was hearing a petition to address 

whether Joanne needed a guardian or conservator. Joanne was no longer a Colorado resident, but 

J. Leith took numerous steps to insert herself into those N.Y. proceedings. J. Leith privately 

telephoned J. Aliotta, trying to convince him to rule in favor of her guardianship team.  We 

learned about this improper ex parte communication only because J. Aliotta reported it in his 

own decision.1   

J. Aliotta ruled against J. Leith’s wishes, and stated:2  

I’m satisfied that Ms. Black, by clear and convincing evidence, not even close, does 

not lack capacity, that she is, in fact, capable of handling her affairs.  

At this point, J. Leith lost subject matter jurisdiction to maintain a conservatorship over Joanne, 

under clear Colorado Supreme Court precedent.3  The N.Y. decision also removed all power of J. 

Leith’s guardianship team over Joanne or our family. 

However, J. Leith refused to cede control and continued to transfer millions from our family to 

her guardianship team.  The conservatorship still existed when Joanne died in August 2025.  

Over 2016-2025, the conservatorship team unlawfully, with J. Leith’s blessing, billed our family 

millions of dollars – for “services” to a legally-competent non-resident. The exact amount is 

unknown because J. Leith sealed the conservatorship reports so that our family can neither see 

them nor object to the fees. 

J. Leith and her conservatorship team were actively and unlawfully raiding our family trusts. Our 

family tried to stop them. Due to J. Leith’s actions, the trusts were frozen, so the trustees could 

not use trust assets to hire lawyers to defend the trusts. Thus, in 2016 and 2017, I lent my 

personal funds to the family trusts, so that they could pay lawyers. All my loans were 

meticulously documented. In late 2017, I obtained a judgment against the trusts, so that my loans 

could be repaid when the trusts were unfrozen.  

In January 2018, J. Leith issued a completely unlawful ruling against me.  J. Leith’s guardianship 

team filed before J. Leith a private court submission without giving me any notice. I was not a 

party to that case. I did not know I was mentioned, or that any accusations were made against 

me. I was not present at the hearing, was not represented by counsel, did not have a chance to 

examine evidence, or present my own evidence. In my absence, J. Leith’s conservatorship team 

simply asserted that my loans were improper, on what grounds I do not know.   

J. Leith wrote, with no notice and no evidence whatsoever, about a non-party (me):   

[T]he Court finds the actions of Mr. Black’s wife, also a law professor, are shocking as 

together their actions only serve to dramatically increase attorney fees and costs and 

otherwise reduce or eliminate the funds that are due to Joanne Black apparently for no 

                                                             
1  Decision (May 19, 2016, revised June 7, 2016), In re Joanne Black, Index No. 80253/04, N.Y. Supreme Court 

(Richmond County) (N.Y. Guardianship Case), at 4. 

2  NY Guardianship Case (transcript March 21, 2016), at 276-277 (emphasis added).  

3  People ex rel. Smith v. Fremont County, 106 Colo. 95, 102 (1940).  Under Smith, once a protected person is found 

to no longer need protection, the lower court “[had no] jurisdiction to do anything more than settle the accounts of 

the conservatrix and restore to petitioner the control of his property… any orders made attempting to control the 

property, burden it… were void and of no force or effect…. All acts of the court outside such jurisdiction were not 

only voidable but void (emphasis added). 
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reason. . . .  The Court finds it is unable to adequately express how shocking these 

actions taken by Joanne Black’s brother and his family are to the conscience of the 

Court.  

The accusations that J. Leith guardianship team made to J. Leith against me were absolutely, 

completely false. I have irrefutable, documentary evidence showing that these were genuine 

loans, for a valid purpose. But I did not receive a chance to rebut these falsehoods. 

Worse yet – I could not appeal J. Leith’s outrageous statements about me because technically, 

they are not judicial “findings” – they are dicta. Dicta is not appealable. Also, I am not a party to 

this case, and I cannot appear for the first time on appeal. 

J. Leith simply defamed me, using her government position. Because of her judicial immunity, I 

cannot sue her for defamation. Zero evidence, no due process whatsoever – and yet I cannot 

remove her statements from court records and clear my name. 

J. Leith’s opinion sounded as though she made factual findings against me, based on evidence 

and a proper hearing, in a normal adversarial proceeding. But no such thing happened. There was 

no complaint against me, no response, no discovery, no evidence, no hearing, and no notice to 

me about any of this! I was not a party. J. Leith had no jurisdiction over me.  This is judicial 

misconduct, plain and simple.  

J. Leith’s false statements were deeply harmful to me professionally and personally. Among other 

things, they affected the actions of other courts. In one example, an Illinois trial court ruled in my 

favor on those loans. J. Leith’s conservatorship team appealed and submitted J. Leith’s false 

statements about me to an Illinois appellate court, falsely presenting them as judicial factual 

findings that my loans were fraudulent. The Illinois appellate court misinterpreted them as judicial 

factual findings and, expressly on that ground, after quoting J. Leith, ruled against me.4   

It is very difficult to convince judges that passionate, angry statements made by another judge 

should be ignored. Good, honest judges tend to trust other judges.  

Due to J. Leith’s misconduct, my reputation is tarnished.  

J. Leith should be removed from the bench. I hope her misconduct ends soon, and she does not 

continue to harm other individuals.  

Sincerely yours  

 

Katherine Litvak  

                                                             
4  Litvak v. Black (Goodwin, intervenor), 147 N.E.3d 835, 839 (Il. App. 1st, 2019) (quoting Judge Leith). 


