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IN MEMORIAM

CHESTER “COE” SWOBE 
Former Nevada State 

Senator Coe Swobe died 
on May 26, at the age of 
87. The Reno native left 
behind a lasting legacy 
for both Nevada and its 
legal community. Swobe 
served as a Nevada state 
assemblyman, a state 
senator and a member of the 
State Bar of Nevada’s Board 
of Governors. He earned a 
place in the Nevada State 
Senate Hall of Fame for 
his work to push through 
legislation preserving 
Lake Tahoe. Swobe is 
also credited with helping 

hundreds in Nevada’s legal community save their 
careers, and possibly their families and lives as well, 
through his tireless work with the state bar’s Lawyers 
Concerned for Lawyers (LCL) assistance program.

A third-generation Nevadan, Swobe was born and 
raised in Reno. He interrupted his college education at 
the University of Nevada in order to serve in the U.S. 
Air Force during the Korean War. Following his tour 
of duty, Swobe returned to UNR on the G.I. Bill. He 
graduated in 1954, with a degree in political science 
and history. He then earned his Juris Doctorate from the 
University of Denver Law School. After graduating from 
law school in 1960, Swobe returned to Reno and went 
to work as an assistant U.S. Attorney for the District of 
Nevada. Swobe was elected to serve as a member of the 
Nevada General Assembly from 1962 to 1966, followed 
by his election to serve as a Nevada senator from the 1st 
District. He remained in that position until 1974, when 
he decided not to seek reelection, and returned to private 
practice in Reno. 

One of Swobe’s greatest gifts to Nevada was a 
hugely successful effort to preserve Lake Tahoe. In 
1969, in an effort to protect the lake from the effects of 
a boom in surrounding construction projects, Swobe 
brokered the initial agreement between then-Nevada 
Governor Paul Laxalt and California Governor Ronald 
Reagan, and two state legislatures, to help maintain Lake 
Tahoe. That agreement eventually led to the creation 
of the Tahoe Regional Planning Agency (TRPA), put 
in place to oversee regulation for the Tahoe Basin. 
Swobe also helped expand the Lake Tahoe park system, 
through the introduction and passage of legislation that 
created Sand Harbor State Park on the lake’s east shore. 
Swobe’s commitment to Lake Tahoe lasted throughout 
his life: from 2001 to 2008, decades after playing a role 
in the creation of TRPA, Swobe served on its governing 
board. There, he helped raise awareness of the need to 

reduce the presence of natural fuels in the lake—fuels 
putting the Tahoe Basin at risk from destructive fires.

The second of Swobe’s far-reaching contributions 
was helping to create a support system for those 
members of Nevada’s legal community battling 
alcoholism—a cause motivated by his own experiences 
as a recovering alcoholic. Swobe co-founded the state 
bar’s LCL support program and spent 30 years of 
his life helping lawyers, judges and anyone else who 
needed help in overcoming addiction. In an interview 
conducted in November 2013, Swobe told Nevada 
Lawyer that he first began drinking in college and 
continued to drink heavily throughout his political 
career. For many years, he fulfilled his roles responsibly 
and even with excellence, but as Swobe pointed out 
during the interview, alcoholism is a progressive 
disease, and in the decade following his departure from 
politics, his illness escalated very quickly. 

“I was definitely struggling, and my career was 
going downhill fast,” he explained.  

 In 1984, at the age of 55, those closest to Swobe 
staged an intervention. His family and friends gathered 
in his home early one morning and confronted him, 
sharing the worry, fear and pain his alcoholism was 
causing the people who loved him. Swobe checked into 
a rehab center and never drank again.

Swobe had been sober for less than a year when 
he became one of the founding organizers of the 
LCL program. He began by hosting AA meetings for 
professionals in the basement of his Reno home. At the 
same time, several like-minded attorneys in southern 
Nevada were planting the seeds for a start-up LCL in 
Las Vegas. When they all came together, the program 
blossomed. Through the outreach efforts of Swobe and 
then-attorneys Michael Cherry and Ben Graham, the 
number of participating lawyers and judges grew in 
Reno, Las Vegas, Carson City and even the far-flung 
rural districts. Before long, Nevada was among the first 
states to have a statewide LCL organization. 

Swobe also worked to ensure that Nevada’s 
judges and lawyers learned about substance abuse 
and its troubling links to the legal profession. His 
education efforts gained support from the American 
Bar Association, the Nevada Supreme Court and the 
State Bar of Nevada and, in 1994, the first Judicial 
Symposium on Alcohol and Drug Abuse took place. 
The recurring conference, later renamed the Robert 
E. Rose Judicial Symposium for Alcoholic and Drug 
Addiction, has been used as a model by state bar 
associations nationwide. Swobe stepped down as LCL 
Coordinator in August 2013, after nearly 30 years in the 
role, but he continued to be active within the program.

Coe Swobe was a veteran, a jurist, a statesman and 
a humanitarian; first and foremost he was a Nevadan. 
He will be missed by many, but never forgotten.  


