PRINCE ALBERT
By Gerard J. St. John
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Prince Albert was a popular brand of pipe tobacco.  It was sold in eye-catching red cans with the picture of an elegant gentleman, presumably Prince Albert, on the label.  A very, very old joke was to ask a shopkeeper whether he had Prince Albert in a can.  An affirmative response would trigger the punch line, “Well for god’s sake, let him out!”  One unintended result of this overused joke was that a lot of people named Albert became known as “Prince” Albert.  Al Sheppard seemed to like the nickname.

It has been nearly sixty years since Tony Salvitti introduced me to his North Catholic classmate Al Sheppard.  There was nothing about Sheppard’s appearance or manner that would set him apart as exceptional; but Tony said that Al finished first in his high school class, and had a scholarship to Villanova to study engineering.  He also played the piano and wrote music.  Not long afterward, I was one of a group of politically connected college students that conducted a traffic survey for the Pennsylvania Department of Transportation.  Al Sheppard was also a part of that group, but our interests ran in different directions.  Along with Jim Gavaghan and Jay Kuvik, I looked for basketball games at nearby recreation centers.  Al was more interested in getting to South Philadelphia to see a girl that he knew.  The traffic survey ended in September.  It was more than eight years before I saw Sheppard again.

After mustering out of the Marine Corps in 1963, I took a job with the Redevelopment Authority of Philadelphia.  My office was in the Lumbermens Building, across Broad Street from the Bellevue Stratford Hotel.  Al Sheppard also worked in the Lumbermens Building.  He had finished a four-year tour in the U.S. Navy, and was working as an engineer for the Philadelphia Electric Company.  Two years later, when I enrolled for law school in the evening division of Temple University, I was surprised to find that Al Sheppard was in the class ahead of me.


Going to law school at night was like going through boot camp in the Marine Corps, except for the age and experience of the participants.  It was a four-year program of classes, five nights per week, and preparation for classes (i.e., homework) took up about half of the weekends.  At the end of each work day, we would hop on the Broad Street subway and take it to the Temple campus at Columbia Avenue.  The law school was in a drab two-story building called Reber Hall.  In the basement was a small room that the students used as a coffee and smoking area while waiting for the start of classes.  Classes ended at about 8:30 p.m., after which we scurried back to the Broad Street subway and a long ride home.  During these excursions, Al Sheppard and I had ample time to discuss our divergent experiences in the military, particularly during the Cuban Missile Crisis when Al was on the USS Furse, a destroyer off the coast of Cuba, and I was on the USS Valley Forge, a helicopter carrier off the coast of China. 


Typically, the first year class in the evening law school numbered about 75 students.  By the second year, the class size was reduced to about twenty.  The annual attrition continued at a less severe rate up until the year of graduation.  In the meanwhile, the survivors clung to each other and the four classes often merged with each other for social activities.  One of the main activities was a charitable effort by the wives of the law students to provide Christmas gifts for needy children of the prisoners in Eastern State Prison.  Another activity, more appreciated by the overworked students, was the Friday night get-togethers after class.

The word was spread among all four classes where we would meet after the last class.  It might be at the Pike Pub at Broad and Pike Streets, or at Sylvie’s at 11th & Wolf, or at the Officers Club at the Navy Yard where Al Sheppard, Tim Kittredge and I were members, or at a host of other places.  Lord, did we look forward to those Friday nights.

In my first year of law school, the course on contracts was generally recognized as the course that resulted in the most failures, and Dr. Eldon Magaw had the reputation of being the “hatchet man.”  Dr. Magaw based his contracts course on the Restatement of Contracts, which sets out approximately 366 specific rules, each based on court decisions and general principles of law.  Dr. Magaw thought he was doing us a favor when he gave the final exam – the only exam – in two parts.  The first part, which would count for nearly 90% of our final grade, would be given shortly after Easter.  I could not believe that the full year’s grade would be based on just that one examination, but that was what Dr. Magaw said; and that is what he did.  Three days before the exam, I put my contracts textbook and notes in the middle of my desk at work, and camouflaged them with Redevelopment Authority papers.  Thus situated, I studied for that exam for three full days.

On the evening of the contracts exam, as I emerged from the Broad Street subway and walked up the steps to Reber Hall, the first person I met was Al Sheppard.  He said that I looked worried, and asked what was the problem.  When I told him about the contracts exam, he said that there was no reason to worry.  All I had to do was remember the Restatements – and he went on to recite them word for word.  Worse yet, he then cited the cases upon which the Restatements were based.  And this was a course that he had taken a full year earlier.  It was my introduction to how his classmates must have viewed their academic competition with Al Sheppard.  Al was far and away first in his law school class.

In Al’s last year of law school, we had some of the same classes and, for those classes Al joined with my study group that included Gary Wynkoop, Ray Cullen and Joe Coffey.  By that time, Gary, Ray and I were working full-time as paralegals in the prestigious firm of Morgan, Lewis & Bockius.  Still, we could not keep up with Al’s intellect and memory – it was frustrating.  On the other hand, Joe Coffey would often plead with us to stop our griping about Sheppard because, “I am here to learn enough law from the four of you so that I can pass the exam.”  Invariably, someone would respond that when all was said and done, Joe would probably make more money than the four of us combined.  Darned if that isn’t exactly what happened.


After graduation from law school, Al Sheppard, Gary Wynkoop and I accepted offers from the same law firm, Schnader, Harrison, Segal & Lewis.  Al worked mainly on the Pfizer tetracycline antitrust case.  The hours were long, and the issues were complex, but Al seemed to thrive on those challenges.  Most of my work was for other clients.  As a result, we did not see much of each other at the office.  However, in our spare time, both Al and I volunteered to help out the Democratic Party in Lansdowne.  The Democrats in Lansdowne needed help.  Voter registration was at least two-to-one in favor of the Republicans.  Al came up with the idea of filing a taxpayer suit against the Republican-dominated Borough of Lansdowne.

At a poorly attended borough council meeting, the council adopted a tax increase but made no public announcement of what it had done because the councilmen feared that it would sway voters against them in the coming election.  The day after that election, the increased tax bills arrived in the mail.  The borough residents were furious.  Several of them volunteered to have a lawsuit brought in their names.  Al chose as the lead plaintiff a Lansdowner named John L. Sullivan.  It was the name of the last bare knuckles heavyweight boxing champion.  The case is recorded in the court docket as John L. Sullivan v. The Borough of Lansdowne.  We told everyone that it was the court’s last bare knuckles fight.  As a practical matter, we did not stand a chance.  Nonetheless, it was our first time in court and we held our own against experienced opposition. 

If we did not know it before then, we now knew that the practice of law is a pressure-driven endeavor that can adversely affect anyone who gets close to it.  Statistics show that lawyers are especially susceptible to addiction to both drugs and alcohol.  Gradually, it became more and more apparent that Al Sheppard was becoming one of those statistics.    On occasion, Al would call and say that he was not in the office but could I pick up his paycheck and drop it off at his home (which was just three blocks from my house).  Those occurrences became more and more frequent.  Finally, the firm’s administrative partner called me in and instructed me to stop doing things for Al.  He said that the firm consulted experts on alcoholism and their advice was to force the addict to stand on his own two feet.


One evening at about 6:30 p.m., I was getting ready to go home when I noticed Al sitting at his desk, staring off into space.  I asked if something was wrong.  Al said that he would not be able to get home.  He said that there were a couple of taprooms on the route and that he could not help but stop in and have a drink.  Once he did that, he would be there all night or maybe out all night with friends he met there.  It was hard to believe that the strongest willed person I knew could not overcome such a simple temptation.


Rosemary Cullen understood that compulsion.  Rosemary was George Williams’ secretary; she was in her late forties.  She had once been a pianist at a cocktail bar.  Everyone in the law firm knew of Rosemary’s involvement with Alcoholics Anonymous.  I once saw Rosemary interrupt George in the middle of dictation, and then tell him that she would be back in an hour to finish his letter – after her A.A. meeting.  George roared out that this was a law office and that the letter he was dictating was important.  As Rosemary rushed out the door, she screamed back over her shoulder, “My A.A. meeting is important too!”  Rosemary explained Al Sheppard’s situation to us. 


Alcoholics Anonymous has a 12-step program which is based on the proposition that addiction is an illness which the victim is powerless to overcome, except with the help of God.  The program is effectuated by regular meetings of support groups that encourage A.A. members to follow the twelve steps each day, one day at a time.  Rosemary said that Al would have to hit rock bottom and then, if he bought into the A.A. program, he might be able to work his way back.  There were no guarantees of recovery.  On the other hand, it was virtually guaranteed that the present course of conduct would lead to the loss of Al’s job with the Schnader law firm.  He lost the job.  He lost his marriage.  And, to a great extent, he lost his self-respect.  Al was the picture of abject despair.

It took a few years but Al began the long climb back with the help of a few friends who did not forget him.  Marv Factor, a law school classmate, and Tom Monteverde, a former Schnader partner, employed Al in their law firms.  Although Tom Monteverde is not a demanding person, he is an outstanding lawyer who sets a high standard for the lawyers associated with him.  Day after day, month after month, and year after year, Sheppard met those high standards of lawyering.  
Bernie and Bob Avellino, Al’s brothers-in-law, provided the political savvy that got Al on the ballot as a candidate for judge of the Court of Common Pleas.  But it was up to Al to deal with the news reporters and questions about alcoholism.  Al met the issue head-on.  He rejected their suggestion that he was a “recovered alcoholic.”  He said that there is no such thing.  He said that he continues to fight alcoholism every day; and he continues to recognize that the battle is never over.  That was nearly thirty years ago.

Al is not the only lawyer who successfully overcame addiction – John Rogers Carroll also comes to mind.  John founded a very successful bar association program to help lawyers deal with addiction.  But unlike Sheppard and Carroll, most lawyers in recovery cling to that second A, anonymity.  It is an understandable instinct, but it also means that there are precious few role models who can demonstrate to lawyers struggling with addiction that the illness strikes even the most talented members of the profession, that it can be overcome and that the victim can be restored to a high level of legal accomplishment.
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The judicial accomplishments of Albert W. Sheppard, Jr. in the Court of Common Pleas of Philadelphia are now a matter of record.  He was elected to three consecutive 10-year terms.  During his term in family court that dealt with child abuse and delinquency, he was known for maintaining a container of lollypops for the children who had the misfortune to come before that court.  When he was transferred to the civil trial division, he was a leading part of a committee that recommended improvements to the operation of the civil courts.  He was embarrassed when the media referred to those recommendations as being originated by “The Sheppard Committee.”  He was also a leader in the innovation of a “Commerce Court.”  He received many awards, including the Justice William J. Brennan, Jr. Distinguished Jurist Award from the Philadelphia Bar Association, and the Golden Crowbar Award from the Pennsylvania Conference of State Trial Judges. 

I did not see too much of Al Sheppard during his years on the bench.  Another of the A.A. rules requires members to avoid those persons who were part of his past drinking environment.  Our Friday night law school soirees qualified me to be treated as a near occasion of sin.  A good judge plays by the rules; and Al was a good judge.  Despite that no-contact rule, on many a November 10th before my retirement, my phone would ring.  I would pick it up and hear: “Mr. St. John, this is Judge Sheppard’s secretary.  Judge Sheppard wants to talk to you.  Hold on, please.” [ring]  “Gerry, I am speaking low because I am in court.  I just wanted to wish you a Happy Marine Corps Birthday!  You jarheads are all alike.”

I’ll miss Prince Albert.
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