GEORGE THE THIRD

By Gerard J. St. John


The old central YMCA at 1421-25 Arch Street was a convenient location for those of us who used our lunch break for exercise.  On a balcony above one end of the basketball court was a small, steeply banked running track.  The sign on the wall said that 26 laps around the track was the equivalent of one mile.  I was finishing my workout when I noticed a tall man in his mid-forties come out of the weight room and onto the track.  He looked tired.  His gray-streaked black hair was beginning to fall down over his forehead.  He lumbered forward in a heavy-footed manner.  One of the regulars at the Y caught my attention, pointed to the newcomer and whispered, “Do you know who that is? That’s George P. Williams, III!  He’s one of the city’s best trial lawyers.”


At the time, the name meant nothing to me.  I had just started evening law school and I was not yet familiar with Philadelphia’s lawyers.  Vaguely, I remembered the 1955 mayoral election when a young Thacher Longstreth, challenged the Republican Party leadership and upset its endorsed candidate in the primary election.  I also recalled that Thacher was then soundly defeated by Richardson Dilworth in the main election.  But I had forgotten that the Republican Party’s endorsed candidate that year was George P. Williams, III.


Four years after that encounter at the YMCA, I joined the Schnader law firm where George Williams was a senior partner and a member of the executive committee.  Everyone called him “George the Third,” to distinguish him from his father, George P. Williams, Jr., who was counsel to the firm.  George the Third had a presence that dominated a room.  In his blue pinstripe suit, he looked taller than six feet, four inches, and his broad shoulders and large, beefy hands suggested a weight much heavier than the 220-pound limit that he set for himself.  Those imposing physical dimensions were complemented by a booming baritone voice that worked in perfect syncopation with the gestures of his large hands.  But his most noticeable features were a wide smile and an irrepressible sense of humor.  Like comedian Red Skelton, George laughed at his own jokes – and he laughed harder than anyone else.


George was quick to quote the Bible, for example, characterizing an opponent’s argument as being similar to the “Law of the Medes and the Persians,” that once adopted could not be changed even by the King.  And he was always on the alert for a multi-syllable word that he could spring on an unsuspecting court or an opponent during the course of a trial.  When an adversary complained emotionally to the court about an aspect of George’s trial tactics, George simply shrugged his shoulders, leaned back in his chair and said, “Your honor, I am not the least bit offended by the hortatory excoriations of opposing counsel.”  And then he doubled up in laughter at his own obtuse language.  Pretty soon opposing counsel was laughing too.


George rarely criticized an opponent.  “I can’t do that,” he said, “I taught most of them.  They are only doing what I taught them.”  There was something to that.  George P. Williams, III taught torts at Temple Law School for nearly 15 years.  His connection with Temple came about because of the Second World War.  Up until that time, the Williams family had a long-standing relationship with the University of Pennsylvania.  Consistent with the expectations of his family, George graduated from the Wharton School and proceeded on to “The Law School.” (For the uninitiated, that means the University of Pennsylvania’s Law School.)  At the end of his first year, the country was at war.  Like many other young men, George decided to enlist in the military.  To his chagrin, none of the services would take him.  The problem was an enlarged heart, a condition that the doctors attributed to his days as a high school wrestler.  George was devastated.  From all outward appearances, he was the picture of health.  But this giant of a man was one of the few persons his age who was not in the military service.  George decided that he would do his part for the country by taking a full-time job with the War Production Board.  He withdrew from Penn but continued his legal education in the evening at Temple Law School.  The change was an academic culture shock.

In 1942, Temple Law School was located on the 13th floor of the Gimbel Building at 9th and Chestnut Streets.  George would later tell colleagues that one of the highlights of his law school experience was meeting Uncle WIP, a children’s radio show personality, on the elevator.  George graduated from Temple in 1944 and soon became an outstanding trial lawyer in his father’s firm, Orr, Williams & Baxter.  Meanwhile, as the war came to an end and servicemen returned from the war effort, Temple Law School was flooded with applications.  George was offered a position teaching torts.  From 1945 to 1960, he taught law at Temple while maintaining a full-time private practice of law.


George’s dominating presence, his courtroom success and his gregarious sense of humor made him a favorite of the law students.  Lawyers who attended his classes still talk of classroom exchanges such as the one where a hesitant young student asked, “Mr. Williams, is it okay if I smoke in the classroom during the break?”  “Smoke?” responded George, “I don’t care if you burst into flames!”  That said, George Williams burst into laughter, as did the entire class.


In 1960, when Orr, Williams & Baxter merged with Schnader, George’s stint as a teacher came to an end.  At Schnader, George handled a wide variety of major trials: personal injury, antitrust, securities, public service regulation and, on at least one occasion he represented a major Philadelphia law firm.  He was a “lawyers’ lawyer,” whose cheerful demeanor masked the meticulous preparation that went into every case.  Every question, every word – written and oral – was thought out well in advance.


I was fortunate to be able to work with George Williams for nearly 14 years on a number of cases, including a series of rate cases for Bell of Pennsylvania and operating rights cases for United Parcel Service in the States of Arizona, New Mexico, Oklahoma and Utah.  It quickly became apparent that George would not let his personal predilections interfere with the interests of his client.  For example, in Santa Fe, New Mexico, the lawyer who represented the client’s main opponent always wore a snow-white ten-gallon cowboy hat to the hearings.  The hat was immaculate.  He said that he bought a new hat every week so that he would not appear in the hearing room with a soiled hat.  Throughout that entire hearing, George Williams suppressed a very strong urge to buy a black hat and wear it to the hearing.  The case was too important to the client to risk the possibility that the hearing judge would be offended by the black hat or by George poking fun at one of Santa Fe’s premier lawyers.  Only after the hearings were concluded and we were at the airport on our way home, did George pose for photos wearing a wide grin and a large black “Chief Wahoo” hat, a Navajo chapeau with a very high crown, a flat circular brim and a beaded hat band that was immediately recognizable to anyone who read the popular comic strip L’il Abner.  George looked like he was seven feet tall.

On the other hand, when George’s personal instincts coincided exactly with the interests of the client, there was no question as to his approach. In a case where George was preparing a closing argument that addressed the credibility of the opposing party’s main witness, an associate described how another lawyer had recently handled a similar argument in an indirect manner.  “That’s not me!” said George.  “That kind of approach may work for some pixie-ish lawyers but I’m not Peter Pan.”  Smiling as he developed that thought, he added, “ I can’t go flitting around the courtroom like a fairy.  People expect me to meet issues head-on.  I’ve done pretty well by calling a spade a spade, and by swinging a big club.  And that is what I am going to do here.”  He did that – and he won the verdict.


In 1983, George and I were defending Michelin Tire Corporation in a case that involved a motorcycle accident.  Although the defense preparation was going well, the client had a notion that its defense might be improved if its lawyers were experienced motorcyclists.  George Williams was not particularly enthusiastic about getting on a motorcycle.  However, the client persisted and even rented a racecourse on Long Island for two days in June so that George and I could learn to operate a motorcycle.  I was asked to notify George and to get his measurements for the leather jackets, trousers and gloves, and for the helmets that we would need in our training session.  I sent George a memo requesting that information and, as an afterthought, added that he could have his preference for the back of the leather jacket: an eagle, a Jolly Roger, or a heart with the word “mother” inscribed across it.  George responded by writing his extra-large measurements directly on the memo.  At the bottom, he wrote:


“Among motorcyclists, ‘mother’ is only half a word.  Please get me


the full treatment.”


George never made it to that motorcycle session.  

May 16, 1983 was a fateful day.  It was the best of days; it was the worst of days.  It was the day that United Parcel Service held its annual meeting.  One item on the agenda was the election of George P. Williams, III as a director of the company.  In Philadelphia, George Williams and Brad Ward went to the Racquet Club for a short workout and lunch.  While doing some mild calisthenics, George suddenly stiffened as if frozen in-place, and then collapsed to the floor.  He was rushed to Graduate Hospital where he was pronounced dead.  George the Third was only 62 years of age.


Shortly after George Williams’ death, the Schnader Firm, together with many of George’s partners, associates and friends, funded in Temple University School of Law an award that memorializes both his career as a trial lawyer and his distinguished teaching experience as a member of the Law School faculty.  The George P. Williams, III, Memorial Award, is conferred annually on a full-time faculty member chosen by the graduating students for his or her outstanding excellence as a teacher.  The income from the Memorial Fund is used to purchase books for the Temple University Library and each volume so purchased bears a George P. Williams, III, Memorial Fund bookplate which also identifies the faculty member honored in the year of the book’s acquisition.  

George got the full treatment.
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