I WONDER WHAT BECAME OF SALLY.

By Gerard J. St. John


“Philadelphia Lawyer” is so much a part of our lexicon that we sometimes fail to notice those fascinating characters that are – well, let’s put it this way, “geographically challenged.” George Catlett comes to mind. I first crossed paths with George in 1970.  It was at an Interstate Commerce Commission hearing in Denver, Colorado.  I was one of the young lawyers from the Schnader firm who prepared witnesses to testify on behalf of United Parcel Service at the hearing.  There was tension on that score.  The client wanted to use as many of its in-house lawyers as possible. Our firm’s chairman wanted Schnader to staff the case exclusively.  Grudgingly, Bernie Segal, the firm’s chairman, and his brother Buddy who was the trial lawyer in charge of the case, acquiesced to the extent that UPS would be allowed to use two of its corporate lawyers – but those lawyers had better not make any mistakes.  Those being the rules of the engagement, it came as a complete surprise when an “outsider,” George Catlett, a lawyer from Frankfort, Kentucky, was introduced as a member of our witness preparation team.


I was told that George Catlett was a “special case.”  He had been retained by UPS several years earlier to act as local counsel in the case that sought operating rights in Kentucky, and he became a close friend of the UPS corporate lawyers.  Although George was a successful lawyer in his own right, he was agreeable to working on the bottom rung of the UPS operating rights cases.  Moreover, he was fully aware of the staffing tensions with the Schnader firm and the precarious nature of his position on the team.  


George was a likable cuss, along the lines of entertainer Phil Harris, whose comedy routines involved a stereotype of the southern “gentleman drinker.”  He was about average height, wide-bodied, with thinning wavy brown hair and an engaging, toothy grin.  Although the smile was engaging, it also highlighted the extensive discoloration and decay of his front teeth.  It was a testament to George’s personality that you quickly accepted that appearance as a part of the person.  It was just a part of “George.”  Age was more of a differentiating factor with most of us.  Still, there were many occasions on which George and I would be together at meals, during breaks, and on short plane flights.  George was anything but dull.


He had been a B-24 bomber pilot during the Second World War.  After the war, he went to law school and he continued flying with a private license.  He was active in politics and assisted a gubernatorial candidate, flying him to political rallies throughout the State of Kentucky.  When that candidate was elected Governor, there were very few lawyers in Kentucky who were as influential as George Catlett.  He was exactly the type of lawyer that UPS looked for when it sought operating rights in a new geographic area.  George and one of the top UPS lawyers became “soul brothers” during the Kentucky hearings.  Afterward, the law department insisted that “Old George” continue to be on the witness preparation team.  And continue he did, much to the dismay of Buddy and Bernie Segal.


George sat next to me on the first leg of our flight back home from one of the hearings.  The Kentucky Derby was coming up and George was looking forward to a party weekend.  George’s tobacco farm was located outside Frankfort, about fifty miles from Churchill Downs in Louisville where the race was held.  On this particular running of the Derby, George had invited the top management of UPS to be his guests.  They would stay at George’s “Plantation” where they would have dinner the night before the Derby and a party afterward.  The guests would leave on Sunday afternoon.  On special occasions, George’s partygoers would start a day or two earlier and board a paddlewheel steamboat in Cincinnati, for a leisurely cruise down the Ohio River to Louisville.  From there they would go to the Plantation to prepare for Derby Day.  It sounded like a fairy tale world.


There was something about George and his fairy tale world that was vaguely familiar but I could not place it.  One day it hit me.  George Catlett was just part of a name that I knew, much like Franklin Delano, John Fitzgerald or Henry Wadsworth.  The full name was George Catlett Marshall.  As Roosevelt’s Chief of Staff, General George Catlett Marshall personally selected almost all of the commanding generals during World War II, often skipping over career military men with higher seniority to select the likes of Eisenhower, Bradley, Patton and others.  After the war, President Truman persuaded George Catlett Marshall to serve as Secretary of State.  He is the “Marshall” of the “Marshall Plan” that helped Europe recover from the devastation of the war.  “He was a second cousin,” said George, “but that didn’t do me much good.  I had a front row seat in a B-24, flying low level bombing raids over the Ploesti oil fields.”  Then, he added, “But I never asked him for anything either.”  The Catletts and the Marshalls trace their roots back to early colonial times in Virginia and West Virginia.  The general’s branch of the family migrated to Pennsylvania, while George’s forbears settled in Kentucky.


After George learned of my interest in his distant cousin, we had more frequent conversations about family and realities.  George explained that he liked being involved in the UPS hearings.  It kept him in contact with the top executives of a major client without having to rely on the political fortunes of his friends.  George treated the operating rights hearings much like a vacation with pay.  The hours were long but the work was second nature to him, the food and lodging were top shelf, and his bills were paid promptly and without question.  On one occasion, George suggested that I bring my family to Kentucky and camp out on the Plantation property.  I responded that I had as much interest in camping out anywhere as he probably had in a low level sight-seeing tour of the Ploesti oil fields.  George laughed, and said in a low voice, “You and I are in different positions.  You have your family growing and ahead of you.  I am trying to hold mine together.  And I would rather be in your position.”


The State of Iowa was a difficult one for UPS.  The owner of one of the bus companies also owned an important newspaper and had significant political connections.  Movie theaters across the state, reacting to competition from television, had established a small package delivery service to get more revenue from the trucks that carried film from one theater to another each night.  The film carriers could make a good case that additional competition from UPS would put them out of business.  The hearings in Des Moines got off to a slow start because the opposition threw everything they had at UPS’ very first witness, using every motion, objection, and cross-examination question imaginable.  By Wednesday evening, we had prepared a full week’s worth of witnesses but the company’s first witness was still on the stand.  After making tentative arrangements for dinner, I bumped into Bill Barnes.  “Gerry,” Bill said, “What are you doing tonight?  Do you want to join us?  George Catlett and I are going across the street to see Sally Rand.”  Sally Rand?? 


My father used to talk about Sally Rand.  She was the sensation of the Chicago World’s Fair in 1933.  Her risqué “fan dance” made headlines throughout the country.  Whenever someone would mention burlesque, or the shows at Philadelphia’s Troc or the Carman Theater, Dad would respond by saying that it “wouldn’t hold a candle” to Sally Rand.  Marilyn Monroe’s famous calendar was not bad, but “it was not in the same league” with Sally Rand.  


Sally Rand was born in 1904, the same year as my father.  She ran away from her native Kansas City and joined a circus.  Later, she gravitated to the theater and silent movies.  When sound became a part of movies, her motion picture career came to an abrupt end.  She happened to be in Chicago in 1933 and became a featured performer in a “Streets of Paris” show in which her attire consisted only of two large ostrich feather fans.  The Depression Era United States went wild.  Law and order groups called for the police to shut down this lewd and indecent show.  But this was Chicago.  In Chicago, what was good for the convention business was, by definition, good business.  Now, at age 68, Sally Rand was still twirling the ostrich feathers, albeit mostly in small towns in the Midwest and Rocky Mountain areas.  Still, many publicity minded sheriffs and district attorneys in those small towns would shut down her shows despite the general acceptance nationwide of the “Woodstock” culture.  The show would go on in Des Moines, Iowa.  It was an invitation that I could not refuse.


At about 8:30 that evening, George Catlett, Bill Barnes and I walked across the wide avenue that borders the State Capital.  The club was a small, store-front building, painted dark, with a small sign that identified the feature performer as Sally Rand.  The room inside was dimly lighted but not dark.  About half of the tables were empty.  We picked one on the far side of the open area that served as a stage and ordered a round of drinks.  It wasn’t long before the show began.


Sally Rand was slender and had very attractive features.  Unlike the burlesque performances at the Troc and the Carman, the background music was classical.  This was not a “bump and grind” performance.  She held two large feathery fans, each about as large as herself, one in each hand.  In effect, she created a tent with the fans, holding them close to her body, one in front and the other behind her.  Then, dancing what seemed like a variation of a waltz, she glided across the floor like a figure skater, moving the fans in time with the music.  On occasion, she would switch the positions of the fans, front and rear, usually at the same time that she danced a turning movement or a spin.  The movement of body and fans was flawless.  The visual effect was fascinating.  You needed excellent eyesight to be able to tell whether she was wearing anything underneath the feathers, and some people still argue about that today.  It was hard to believe that this lady was the same age as my father who was in deteriorating health and would not make it through the end of the year.


After the dance, Sally Rand went off through a doorway back at the far end of the room.  After a few moments, she reappeared wearing a leotard outfit.  She walked purposefully across the room, right by our table.  George Catlett raised his hand to get her attention, and called out, “Sally, won’t you join us for a drink?”  She hesitated, and then to my surprise said, “I think I will.”  She sat down between George and Bill, directly across the small table from me.  A waitress appeared in an instant and took the order for another round of drinks, including one for Sally Rand.


Over the course of the next twenty minutes, George Catlett demonstrated why he was such an effective politician.  He carried the conversation.  After the perfunctory introductions and the abbreviated explanation of why we were in the garden city of Des Moines, George asked whether Sally had been to Frankfort and whether she had any interest in the horse country down there.  Pretty soon, the conversation shifted to airplanes.  Sally was describing how well she had gotten along with two young naval aviators back in the 1930's.  She mentioned the name of one of them, and George interrupted and said, “You mean Admiral Thatch?” supplying the rank.  “He was important,” said George, “he developed the tactics for attacking Japanese Zeroes.”  Sally was now engrossed in the conversation, “Yes, there was a captured plane and they flew it day in and day out,” she said, “that took up all of their time.”  “They called it the ‘Thatch Weave,’” added George, demonstrating the aerial maneuver with his two hands to show how the wingmen interacted with the flight leader.


The time flew by quickly.  There was no mention of burlesque or the show or even the World’s Fair of 1933.  But Sally had tasks to complete before the next show, which would be starting in a few minutes.  She thanked us for the drink and the conversation, saying, “You’re good company.”  And then she said, “Oh yes, would you like me to sign one of my cards for you?  How shall I make it out?”  With Dad in mind, I told her to make mine out to “John.”  She did.  We did not wait for the second show.  We went back across the street to our hotel and the Iowa hearing.  


It was only after we were back in the hotel that I looked at the card that Sally Rand had signed.  It was about the size of a large postcard.  It had a full length picture of Sally coyly poised behind a length of feathers.  She had written in the open space in the upper right part of the card.  Maybe it was the drink or maybe it was the dim lighting but she wrote one line twice.  The inscription read:


“To John,


Your fan,


Your fan,


Sally Rand.”

Dad loved it.  He made a bigger fuss over that card than anything that I had ever given to him over the years.  Mom liked it too but I think what she liked was watching Dad’s reaction.


The last time I saw George Catlett was at the Nebraska hearing in Lincoln.  We were staying at the Radisson Cornhusker on the edge of the University of Nebraska campus.  Buddy Segal was not handling that hearing and, as you might expect, the rules were somewhat relaxed.  Some of the business witnesses felt restricted by the liquor and gaming regulations in Lincoln and they set out one evening for Council Bluffs, Iowa, across the Missouri River from Omaha, some sixty miles distant.  George decided to go along with them.  The following morning, no one could find George.  Just before the start of the hearing, I walked outside to get a breath of fresh air.  A cab pulled up to the curb and three men got out.  One was George Catlett.  He was carrying his suit coat over his shoulder and his dress shirt was wrinkled and pulled out at the waist.  He walked right by on the way to his room without even seeing me.  His eyes looked like two charcoal briquettes from the previous evening’s barbecue.  George had made his big mistake.  He was not at the next hearing.


A few weeks ago, the Kentucky Derby was broadcast on television.  The results are available on the Internet.  Sally Rand is on the Internet too.  It says that she passed away in 1979, doing the fan dance right up to the very end.  She lasted seven years longer than my father.  There is also a web site for the Catlett family.  I posted a note asking for information about George.  There was no response.
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