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Aveteran lawyer shares his thoughts on the people who have helped, guided and
influenced his life and career in the law — and the qualities they have in common

By Cliff Rieders

“ abban Gamliel used to
say: ‘Appoint a teacher
for yourself, and re-
move yourself from
uncertainty.” ” This

phrase from Pirkay Avot, the last

chapter in the Talmud, has been quot-
ed through the centuries. The saying
has come down morphed fo us as sug-
gesting that one ought to secure for
himself a great mentor. The Talmud is
the interpretive work to the Hebrew

Bible and offers much current wisdom.

It is not enough merely to learn from
a mentor but rather to garner some
degree of comfort or certainty in
connection with one’s path in life.

I have been blessed with many great
mentors in my life who have influ-
enced my legal career, and some of
them are more obvious than others.

Parents

Any son or daughter who wrote an
article about mentors and did not
mention his or her parents would
immediately be subject to Freudian
analysis. How could one talk about
what one has learned in life without
noting his or her parents? I was fortu-
nate enough to have secured parents
who were similar in terms of their
morals and ethics but very different in
their approach to people. My mother
always counseled learning by listening
and extreme thoughtfulness towards
others. My father had an aggressive
streak, was proud of being opinionated
and worked diligently for the causes
he believed in. This distinct combina-
tion of colors on the palette of experi-
ence provided choices to create differ-
ing hues with which to paint the por-
trait of life.

Both of my parents struggled to get
through college during the Great
Depression. My mother still brags

about spending her formative yea.!zlgf
growing up on a farm in upstate P&W
York, My father was equally enamored
to grow up in what he liked to call
“Harlem,” which was really New York
City's Upper West Side and, later on,
Washington Heights.

A strong sense of duty to occupation,
fidelity to values and a never-quit
attitude is what my parents brought
to the table. My mother worked from
the time she was 15, and she never
stopped. She worked in the family
business and in the community,

and she ran her brother’s engineering
company when he died prematurely.
What my mother served to me was

a strong sense that success is more
related to effort than to gender, color,
religion, nationality, brains or any
other attribute.

William J. Trecott Jr.
Bill was the dockmaster at Stepping
Stone Park in Great Neck, N.Y., where




1 worked as a Coast Guard-licensed
launch boat operator. Bill had been
caprain of an LST landing ship during
World War IT in North Africa, they tell
me, where he lost an eye. He taught me
how to swear. [ learned some swearing
from my father and the truck drivers who
worked for him, but nothing like what

I learned from Bill, In the law, it is
important to know how to swear every
once in a while, especially if the judgt: or
your opponent really gets on your nerves.
I also learned from William J. Trecott Jr.
how to fix a packing gland on an inboard
engine, the proper way to dock a launch
in a crosswind and that “machinery”
could refer to the female anatomy as

well as the parts of a World War I1
vintage diesel engine. I think of Bill
every once in a while when someone
makes me really angry.

Henry Rothblatt

My first job in a law office was for the
New York City law firm of Rothblatt,
Rothblatt, Seijas and Peskin. Steve Peskin
eventually went on to become president
of the New York State Trial Lawyers
Association. Henry Rothblate was the first
real character in the law that I mer, He
was not the last, but he made a lifelong
impression. Henry was a well-respected
criminal lawyer who enjoyed representing
military people and wound up represent-
ing the four Miami men who were
accused of breaking into the Watergate.
As soon as Henry Rothblatt found out
the men were pleading guilty because they
were receiving hush money, Henry
refused to represent them again; he would
not even represent them in their guilty
plea. Henry’s contribution was never to
compromise with the truth. He was a
quirky, driven man dedicated to excel-
lence in preparing his cases for trial.
When the books on Watergate were writ-
ten, Rothblatt was probably the only

lawyer who came out unscathed.

Judge Malcolm Muir

Judge Muir’s exactitude for clear writing
and expeditiousness influenced everyone
around him and must have tied into some
character trait of mine. A short piece, like
this, would not be long cnough to explain
the remarkable influence of Malcolm
Muir, but a few small examples will
suffice. I am the only person I know

who reuses Post-it pads and 3-by-5 cards.
It would shock many to know how long
the paste lasts on the back of Post-it pads.

Whenever I have a difficult legal problem
come up, the question always pops into
my mind, “What is the right thing to
do?” I cannot attribute that to Judge Muir
alone, since my parental and religious
training also direct me to that question,
but Judge Muir certainly reinforced the
importance of the do-the-right-thing
approach to the law. Judge Muirs sense of
orderliness, somewhar difficult to adjust
to as a young, impetuous lawyer, actually
does lead to better results and even higher
ethical qualities. Judge Muir never, to my
recollection, used a profanity, rarely ralked
badly about another person unless it was
absolutely necessary and could not be
dissuaded from working diligently on

difficult tasks.

Muir, like all great mentors, provided
guidance by example. A turning point in
my life was when I attempted to quit my
job because I thought Judge Muir was not
pleased sufficiently with my work. Muir
seemed to be shocked by my sensitivity
and simply deposited my resignation let-
ter in his burning Franklin stove without
ever reading it. A short but telling lecture
on the need to have a thicker skin and
not display “rejected suitor syndrome”
was of inestimable value.

Judge Clinton W. Smith
Judge Smith was the partmer who con-
vinced me to stay in Williamsport after

Story to
Share?

Ever since the days of formal
preceptorships, mentors have
often played an important role
in the legal profession. If you
would like to submit a brief
personal recollection about

a mentor who influenced
your career or life, please
e-mail your submission to
editor@pabar.org marked to
the attention of the editorial
director. Your submission
should be no more than 400
words in length. Because of
space considerations, not all
submissions may be used.
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one of the partners in the firm from
whom [ received my insurance defense
work left. “You would be much better as a
plaintiff’s lawyer anyway,” Clint Smith
told me.

Smith was the first to stand up when he
thought another lawyer was not using
funds in the appropriate way. He was
instrumental in changing discriminatory
policies at a local private club. He was
more than the amazing rainmaker who
helped the careers of the young lawyers;
he had a consummate sense of decency.

Clint also had another unusual character-
istic for lawyers. The would-be judge
knew how to listen and knew how to lis-
ten with long periods of silence. In fac,
Clint’s willingness and ability to listen
became somewhar legendary. Too many
lawyers talk more than they listen.
Clinton Smith was proof that listening
carefully before acting made for a better
result and fairer judging.

Rabbi Norman Singer

Rabbi Singer, deceased for approximately
15 years, may not have been a lawyt:r, but
he {hought like a lawyer. Of course, any-
one who spends his life studying Torah
and Talmud is going to think like a
lawyer since the interpretive works to the
Jewish Bible comprise legal decisions. In
fact, the entire process of Biblical devel-
opment in Judaism is a legal process
whereby fair conclusions are reached after
consideration of much evidence. Thart evi-
dence comprises experiences in life. Singer
was more than a rabbi, however. He was a
friend and a true mentor,

When I passed through the stage of my
life where I wanted to learn more about
the wisdom of our sages (a stage [ am still
partially in), Rabbi Singer always had a

book to recommend. If a rabbi is also

supposed to be a teacher, then Rabbi
Singer was a teacher.

Rabbi Singer loved lawyers and was fond
of saying that “G-d is your law partner.”
Obviously Rabbi Singer did not know all
of my law partners! Rabbi Singer’s respect
for the law was consistent with his respect
for Jewish religious law as both a protec-
tor and promoter of justice while at the
same time serving as a bulwark of orderli-
ness. When the Torah spoke of a judge
not showing favoritism to someone who
is rich or undue symparhy ro the poor,

a standard was being set that Rabbi Singer
understood is still more of a vision than

a reality.

My Wife and Friends

This short piece would become full of
saccharin-sweet drippiness if I said what

[ really thought about my wife, so I will
merely say that she is a wonderful partner
and friend who has also taught the skills
of temperament and calm and the value
of hard work. My father always advised
me to find a Jewish farm girl. There are
not many of those, but he found one and
I found another. We were two lucky guys,
that’s for sure,

There is no question that my law firm
would not be what it is today were it not
for Kim’s outstanding ability as the man-
aging partner. She has had to evict pare-
ners from the firm, hire and fire scaff,
build her own excellent staff, manage
money, address internal problems, bring
us into the computer age and make sure
that everyone behaved themselves. Fifteen
or 20 years ago she made the acquain-
tance of an industrial psychologist, whom
she has since brought into the office on
numerous occasions when there were
problems, perceived problems or even
possible prospective problems. That direct
and aggressive approach has not only

avoided breakups common in law firms
but has helped to create a glue that has
been surprisingly persistent. Kim has
raised fabulous children and makes
bloom everything she touches, although
she cannot keep a plant alive for more
than about two days. Well, OK, no one
is perfect.

Jack Huomphrey

Jack is probably more responsible for my
coming to Williamsport than anyone else.
When professor Roy Shotland suggested 1
interview with Judge Muir, I was only too
deiighted to see what a lovely country life
could be like. Little did I know that I
would be subject to the gifts of John
Maxim Humphrey. While other law clerk
interviewees were taken to the Ross Club
in Williamsport, Jack Humphrey took me
to the New Brass Rail, where a hamburg—
er and a beer was $2.50. I knew I was
going to like this guy. Initially, Humphrey
struck me as the consummate strong,
silent type. With the evolution of time
and friendship, we eventually became law
partners and the closest of friends. What
Jack had to teach is what great men and
women should always teach others: Hold
your temper, listen to others and be care-
ful about having a judgmental nature.

Jack and I have spent many years talking
and debating matters political, spiritual
and personal. There probably is no better
listener than Jack, with the possible
exception of my wife. Notice all the great
mentors are good listeners! Being a good
listener is obviously a sign of greatness.
For those who want to mentor others, a
few hours with Jack Humphrey would be
an invaluable lesson. Naturally, Jack has
become the respected, clear-headed, direct
and diplomatic voice of the firm. I have
often thought that Jack Humphrey easily
could have gone on to a life on the bench,
in politics or other areas where he would
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